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)’ Richard S. Kem

Foreword

This is the thirteenth publication in the Engineer Memoirs series of career oral history interviews.
The series contains the selected recollections of major figures in recent Corps history. These
memoirs lend important perspective to decision-making, now and in the future. By making these
recollections available, the series preserves and shares the knowledge and experience of retired
Corps officers and civilians.

Richard S. “Sam” Kem had a distinguished career in the United States Army, which culminated
with his tenure as Deputy Chief of Engineers and Deputy Commanding General of the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers. Earlier in his career, General Kem served as a battalion commander in South
Vietnam, a group commander in Europe, commander of the Ohio River Division, Commanding
General of the U.S. Army Engineer Center and Fort Belvoir, Commandant of the U.S. Army
Engineer School, Deputy Chief of Staff, Engineer, and Chief of Staff of the U.S. Army Europe. I
recommend this interview to the soldiers and civilians of the Engineenfamily.

ROBERT B.
Lieutenant General
Commanding
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Interviewers

Dr. William C. Baldwin is a historian in the Office of History, Headquarters, U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers. He is a graduate of the College of William and Mary and received his doctorate in
military history from the University of Michigan. He is the author of The Engineer Studies Center
and Army Analysis: A History of the U.S. Army Engineer Studies Center, 1943-1982, and he was the
interviewer and editor of the Engineer Memoirs of Lieutenant General John W. Morris.

Dr. Paul K. Walker is Chief of the Office of History, Headquarters, U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers. Dr. Walker is a graduate of The George Washington University and received his doctorate
in history from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He is the author of Engineers of
Independence: A Documentary History of the Army Engineers in the American Revolution, 1775-
1783 and The Corps Responds: A History of the Susquehanna Engineer District and Tropical Storm
Agnes and coauthor of Financing Water Resources: A Brief History. He has written articles on the
Battle of Yorktown and canals in early American history.

Dr. John T. Greenwood is Chief of the Office of Medical History of the Office of the Surgeon
General, U.S. Army Medical Command. He is a graduate of the University of Colorado and received
his doctorate in history from Kansas State University. After serving as a historian for the Air Force,
he was Chief of the Office of History, Headquarters, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, from 1978 to
1988. He was Director of Field Programs and International Programs and then Chief of Field
Programs and Historical Services Division at the U.S. Army Center of Military History until he
joined the Surgeon General’s office in October 1998.
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Introduction
by
William C. Baldwin

Major General Richard Samuel “Sam” Kem’s distinguished Army career culminated in two
prominent senior positions: Chief of Staff of the U.S. Army Europe and Deputy Chief of Engineers.
For two years at the end of the Cold War he was one of the senior leaders of the Army’s most
important front line combat force, and in his last assignment he helped lead the U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers during a critical transition period in its modern history. As General Kem thoughtfully
describes in this interview, his earlier assignments had well prepared him for his senior positions.

After graduating from West Point in 1956 and attending Ranger, Airborne, and Engineer training,
General Kem went to a junior officer assignment in America’s most important potential theater of
operations, Europe, in one of the key units in that theater, an armored division. His experiences in the
3d Armored Division and the lessons he learned would serve him well for the next 30 years of his
career. In just a few years, however, while still a junior officer, he saw early the challenges that
would confront the United States in its next combat operations in Southeast Asia, as an engineer
advisor assigned to South Vietnamese engineer units in 1962. After honing his combat engineering
skills with the 307th Engineer Battalion, 82d Airborne Division, he returned to South Vietnam in
1968 in the middle of the war as commander of the 577th Engineer Battalion. After seven years as a
student, teacher, and staff officer, he returned to troop command in America’s front line army in
Europe as commander of the 7th Engineer Brigade. His experience in combat and command
culminated in General Kem’s tour as commandant of the Engineer School where he oversaw the
training of young officers, the reorganization and strengthening of engineer combat units, and the
development of new and vital engineer doctrine and equipment. He then returned to Europe to apply
his skills and implement the lessons he had learned as Deputy Chief of Staff, Engineer, and Chief of
Staff of the U.S. Army Europe at the peak of Reagan Administration defense buildup and on the eve
of the collapse of the Soviet Union. From his earliest military training and assignments, General
Kem’s experiences prepared him well for his culminating positions in America’s senior overseas
theater.

His service in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers also prepared him for assignment to senior
positions in the organization that would become a major Army command (MACOM) in 1979. After
earning a master’s degree in civil engineering at the University of Illinois, General Kem was
assigned to the Chicago District, at that time a large district with both civil works and military
construction responsibilities. In addition to learning about the activities of an engineer district,
General Kem experienced firsthand the Corps’ important role in helping communities recover from
natural disasters. In 1964 the district sent him to Alaska to help with the cleanup following the
devastating earthquake. Later General Kem served as Chief of Public Affairs in Corps headquarters
as the agency struggled with its new environmental missions and the many controversies they
produced. In his next Corps assignment as Deputy Assistant Chief of Engineers in the Pentagon,
Kem was a key player in the Army’s programming and budgeting cycles and in relations with
Congress. As Deputy Director of Civil Works, he learned more about the Corps’ water resources
program. With this varied Corps background, General Kem was named commander of the important
Ohio River Division (ORD) headquartered in Cincinnati, Ohio. ORD’s diverse civil and military
responsibilities required careful management, especially in the early years of a new presidential
administration committed to bolstering the nation’s defenses and finding new approaches to the
Corps’ water resources program. These varied Corps assignments culminated in General Kem’s
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becoming the Deputy Chief of Engineers and Deputy Commanding General of the U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers in 1989. He assisted the Chief of Engineers, LTG Henry Hatch, in confronting the many
difficult issues facing the Corps, including research and development, automation, and strategic
planning. After a distinguished career of 34 years, General Kem retired in the fall of 1990.

This oral history interview contains General Kem’s recollections and reflections on his
background and his career in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. Like all oral history interviews, the
transcript includes General Kem’s personal thoughts and perspectives. Neither his views nor those of
the interviewer necessarily reflect those of the Department of Defense or the Corps of Engineers. The
strength of oral history is that it captures the unique perspectives and interpretations of individuals
who witnessed or participated in historical events. Oral history can supplement and enrich the
official record but never replace it. Interviews are often not objective nor are they expected to be.
Their value is contained in the unique personal perspective they provide.

The interviews in this publication were conducted by three historians who were members of the
Office of History, Headquarters, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, when they taped the interviews.
Dr. Paul K. Walker conducted the session on General Kem’s tenure as Deputy Chief of Engineers
and Deputy Commanding General of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers on 19 October 1990, shortly
after General Kem retired from the Army. Dr. John T. Greenwood conducted two sessions on
General Kem’s three years as Commanding General of the Engineer Center and Commandant of the
Engineer School at Fort Belvoir, Virginia, on 29 June and 13 July 1987, as the general was leaving
that position. Dr. William C. Baldwin and Dr. Walker conducted the remainder of the interview on
22, 24, and 29 October 1990; 13 August, 12 September, 11 October, and 5 November 1991; and 6
February 1992.

The interviews concerning command of the Engineer School and deputy command of the Corps
of Engineers capture events shortly after they occurred and have an immediacy that comes from
being close to events. Inevitably, however, they lack the perspective brought by the passage of time.
That perspective informs the rest of the interview that ranges over General Kem’s life and career
from childhood to his retirement from the Army. General Kem and the interviewers reviewed and
edited the transcripts, and Marilyn Hunter, Susan Carroll, and Jean Diaz edited the interview for
publication. The original tapes of the interview are in the Research Collections of the Office of
History, Headquarters, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The photographs in this publication are from
General Kem’s personal collection.

Conducting, transcribing, reviewing, editing, and publishing an oral history takes a long time.
The Office of History thanks General Kem for the sizable amount of time he devoted to this project
and for his support and patience during the lengthy publication process. His time is especially
valuable because of his busy schedule as Director of the Department of Public Works for Arlington
County, Virginia, a position he has occupied for more than a decade. While the production of these
Engineer Memoirs, a series that began more than two decades ago, is time-consuming for all
participants, the Office of History believes it is time well invested because of the unique and
valuable historical information and perspective the Memoirs preserve and make available to those
who read and benefit from them.
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Major General R.S. Kem

Early Years and West Point

Q:

A:

=
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I'd like to start at the beginning—when you were born, where, and something about your
parents.

Well, I was born 9 August 1934 in Richmond, Indiana. My parents, Charles and Janice Kem,
had grown up in the vicinity of Richmond, Indiana, which is in Wayne County. They lived in
Williamsburg, Indiana, which is five, six miles north of Richmond. My father had gone to
Indiana University Dental School; my mother to Earlham College, which is in Richmond. -
When he began his dental practice, it was just across the Ohio line in New Paris, Ohio; and
so they were living in New Paris at the time, but that community used the Richmond
hospitals, which is why I was born in Richmond.

So, that was 1934, and we lived there—I don’t know how long, two or three years, and then
my parents moved to Richmond and lived at 25 Southwest Fourth Street, and Dad practiced
dentistry in Richmond. He had practiced before in New Paris and a little bit in Richmond.
Then he moved all of it to Richmond. In about 1941 we built a home, or we were building it
in ’41, and we moved in ’42 into a home on the outskirts of Richmond, 1000 Henley Road,
and I really spent the rest of my boyhood growing up in that home. It was just outside the city
limits, so we went to county schools. I went to Riley School and Riley Junior High School.

Is that James Whitcomb Riley?

I think so.

I know he’s a Hoosier, but I wasn’t sure where he was from.
I’m sure it is. He may be from Greencastle. I'm not sure.

But then, come the tenth grade, Riley School students went on to Richmond Senior High
School. I then spent my three years in Richmond Senior High School, graduating in 1952.

How did you get interested in going to West Point?

Well, I didn’t really know a lot about West Point, knew very little. One day my father
suggested that perhaps I should consider it, about the time I was beginning to look toward
college, two years away. I guess he suggested it because I really wasn’t yet into that mode of
looking on to colleges, but for West Point you need to do that earlier than you do for other
colleges. He indicated that I had to go through the congressional process, so I wrote my
congressman, Ralph Harvey.
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Cadet Kem met with Congressman Ralph Harvey, who had
appointed him to West Point, in the Hotel Willard after marching in
the Eisenhower inauguration parade in January 1953. Harvey

represented Indiana’s 10th Congressional District.

He was 10th District congressman. I told him I was interested and he sent me a note, told me
what the process was. It started off with an exam at the post office in Richmond during the
summer of 1951, and that would have been between my junior and senior year in high
school. I took the exam. I still wasn’t necessarily motivated for West Point, but now I was
starting my senior year where I would start looking toward college and universities. I applied
to Purdue and to Indiana and continued the process toward West Point.

Sometime, perhaps the fall, I was notified by him that I would receive his second alternate
appointment. Later that fall, probably around December, he told me that I was now his first
alternate, that one of the two had for some reason declined, so I should plan to take the
official entrance examination now. The previous exam at the post office was only for
assisting Congressman Harvey to rank order his people.
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I went to Fort Knox, Kentucky, in the late February or March time frame of ’52 and took the
entrance examination. That includes both medical exam, physical aptitude test, and academic
tests.

Meanwhile, I was going to continue pointing toward either Purdue or Indiana. I went to the
rush parties for the fraternities during the appropriate weekends during that year at both
universities. Somewhere around April I had a call at the high school. In the middle of an
afternoon class someone came to the door and asked for me and said Congressman Harvey
was on the phone. So, I left the class and went down to the main offices and took his call. He
said he wanted to know my decision as to whether I wanted to go or not because I was now
his principal nominee. The other one had fallen out somehow. I told him I’d call him back
the next day and give him my decision. So, I went home, thought it over, called him back the
next day, and told him I would accept the appointment.

Let’s go back just a minute. Do you know why your father suggested the idea of going to
West Point. Did he have a military background at all?

No, he didn’t, and I don’t know why.

Were you the only child? Did you have siblings?
I had three brothers.

Three brothers—younger?

Next one three years away, then two and two. Four boys. All grew up together. We lived just
outside town, so it was rural. We had a three-acre place with a big field in the front yard. It
was a gathering place for the 18 or 20 kids in the neighborhood for whatever sport was in
season.

None of your younger brothers decided to go to West Point too?

No. My father was a dentist and later specialized in oral surgery. He wanted one of us to be a
dentist; none of us were. Two of us eventually became engineers—me, a military engineer,
and my brother Jan, who is a civil engineer and currently working in his own practice up in
Newark, New York. He was the third son. So, one and three became engineers, two and four
went into medicine. My brother David, the second oldest, is now a teaching and research
physician at the University of Oklahoma Medical School and Chief of the Department of
Endocrinology. My brother Bill, the youngest, does research and teaches as a professor of
pharmacology at the University of Florida.

This is another question out of order. Perhaps I should have asked earlier. The origin of your
last name, “Kem.” Is it an old English name?
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Well, we really don’t know, but I'll tell you as briefly as I can what we know. My father
really did a lot of research into the area. We know what happened within the United States,
which was not the origin of the name. But Kems came to the United States, to America, from
England early on in Revolutionary times. They settled in Virginia and North Carolina, and
then later made the trek to the west and settled in Richmond, Indiana, and went on to
Missouri. Senator James Kem from Missouri, who was in office I guess in the late ’40s, early
’50s, was from the Missouri branch.

My parents were Quaker, and I grew up inside the Society of Friends. Richmond is the home
of the Quaker Five-Year Meeting, thus the central home. So, part of the Kem migration west
was with the Quakers when they came to Richmond.

How we came to this country from England has been put together, and it seems plausible, but
I’m not sure it’s certain. In the research that my father had done, it seems that most short
names are either shortened from something else, though we have no indication of that, or
come from Asia. It’s thought that perhaps the Mongols’” move north into Russia was part of
that. We do know, up in the northwestern parts of Russia, White Russia, that there’s a town
named Kem. Then Dad suspected a migration across into Finland. There’s ariver and atown
named Kemi in Finland. Then, supposedly followed a migration down into northern
Germany. There was, as I found out later when talking to German Army counterparts in
Germany, such a migration into the northern parts of Germany in what was called the
Dettmarshes. From there, we believe the Kems followed historical migration to England.

We don’t know that we were part of each of those migrations. We just know that there was a
pattern established and that we’ve only found the name existing in that one particular region.
So, it sounds plausible, but it’s not certain. It’s not a very common name. You don’t find
many in this country. As we traveled around the United States, which we did quite a bit after
World War II, my father would always look in the phone books in each of the big towns we’d
go to, and maybe in Denver we’d find one, and maybe here or there we’d find the name, but
seldom did we find many.

There was one other Kem in the United States Army in my earlier years—of course, there’s
another one now because my son John is in. We came together one night, but I didn’teven go
to meet him. That sounds pretty bad, but T had just arrived in Vietnam on my second tour and
was sent to the replacement depot down in Long Binh. At that point in 1968 you were herded
there like cattle when you arrived. I was a major (P) [promotable], and I was supposed to go
command a battalion. We arrived late in the evening, about nine o’clock, after a very long,
tiring ride from the United States. We were told, “Go find yourself a bunk,” and they were
three deep all over those buildings. I mean, it was really like a corral. We were told, “Nothing
will happen with you tonight. Your records will go into our screen tomorrow morning, SO g0
enjoy the evening. Can’t call anybody, can’t do anything, can’t leave, and we’ll call you
when we need you in the morning after we start the replacement processing stream.”

So, about one o’clock in the morning, after I'd really conked out, I was awakened and told,
“Get up. You’re going to deploy this morning. Your orders are through.”
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I said, “I’m not; it can’t be me. You know my records aren’t going to go to the processing
center until the morning, so ’'m going to go back to sleep.”

“No, you’ve got to get ready. You’ve got to catch the airplane in an hour and a half.”
I said, “Well, who do I talk to?”
He said, “You can’t talk to anybody. You turn in all your bedding.”

So, I got up, and I was really groggy. I got all my gear together. There were no lights, and
there were all these bunks and people and bags all over the floor. I'd stumble, trip, fall, cuss,
and others were doing the same thing. I finally stumbled out, went in, and said, “Okay,
what’s going on? I mean, it must be a mistake.”

They said, “You’re on your way to Pleiku.” My first thought was, “Oh, no, Ive spent one
tour at Pleiku already. I’d really like to see some other place in this country than go back to
Pleiku.” He said, “Nope; your name’s Kem, isn’t it?”

I said, “Right.”

He said, “Well, here it is.” Gave me my orders, and it was for Captain—I was a major at the
time—it was for Captain Kem, Chemical Corps. So, there was another Kem in the Army. I
turned back to the person and said, “You better go find him. He’s only got about 30 minutes
left.”

I had turned my bedding in, and I was also still groggy. I only wanted to go back to sleep.
That’s why the other Captain Kem and I never met. I did luck out in that. Since they were
sending people out, there were some field grade billets available with four or five to a room
rather than a hundred.

It’s interesting, for the later migration to this country, the Quakers suffered some religious
persecution in England, I think, didn’t they? I think maybe even later on the East Coast, so
that may have helped propel the family over this way.

Well, back to your decision to go to West Point. In the interim, from the time when you first
applied until you got this telephone call and had to make your decision, had you learned any
more about West Point? Or was everything still up in the air in terms of what decision you
would make?

Well, it was all very much up in the air. I had learned more about it. I'd read the catalog by
this time and seen one of the old Hollywood movies. In fact, I didn’t know a great deal about
West Point. I knew it was a very good education. So, I was still weighing all of my
opportunities. Since I'd only been an alternate to West Point, I thought that was never going
to jell as the principal, and I would probably pick between Indiana and Purdue. My
inclination had been, because I seemed to be better at math and the sciences, to go to Purdue
and be an engineer. Yet, I really liked the Indiana campus and what was going on there. So, I
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was still kicking it around, but I would have probably ended up at Purdue had the principal
appointment not come through.

Were you in athletics in high school? As far as on a team?

No, I never made any of the varsity teams. I was always very interested in athletics, and that
was the center of my activities in grade school and junior high school. I was always with all
the folks at recess or after school and played baseball or football. Those activities took place
in our front yard, so I was very much into it. Basketball was always a big sport with me.
Riley never had a football team, just had basketball and baseball, and I always played with

those teams.

When I went to high school, I never made the cuts. So, I didn’t make the basketball team or
the baseball team. I ran cross-country my first year, primarily because I was told that would
give me a leg up on basketball because I'd be in better shape.

That’s what you really wanted to do?
Right. What I really wanted to do was make the basketball team.
That’s right. In Indiana basketball is a sport to aspire to, right?

We had the hoops everywhere—our backyard, the next-door neighbor’s barn. So, just
wherever the game was that night, we’d go one-on-one, two-on-two, three-on-three, or

whatever the game was.

One of the reasons I ask that question is to lead up to the next one. It’s about what some
interviewees have described as the shock of the plebe year at West Point. How was it that

first year?

It was a shock, just as you said. The cultural change was rather significant, and as much as I
thought I was aware of things, I was unprepared for how shocking it would be. My uncle had
been in the Navy. He called me and gave me counsel that I needed to be ready for the change
and be prepared to “keep a stiff upper lip and not get too emotional and to take it,” and that
sort of thing. It was a shock from day one.

There’s an interesting anecdote that a lot of people have enjoyed, so I might as well tell it
here. When you go up to West Point, on the very first day, you’re lined up until some
firstclassman comes to get you and leads you over to the company to which you’ve been
assigned. There they start the in-processing, which includes getting your uniforms issued,
getting you to the barber shop for your first haircut, and teaching you how to march a little bit
s0 you can at least march that afternoon down to Trophy Point and take the commissioning

oath.

So, to start that process you’re with whomever you’re lined up with. About eight of us were
marched off to Fifth New Cadet Company with our suitcases. I happened to be first in line
when we stopped, and he gave us a right face. So, he said, “Drop that bag,” and of course we
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didn’t drop it fast enough, so we all got a little chewing. He started the process of
understanding discipline and immediate obeying of orders and that sort of thing. After a little
of that, he came and stood in front of me. Well, as my uncle had said, “You want to start off
right, and keep a low profile and go along with the game,” so I was mentally prepared to do
that. He took one look at me with his chin inches in front of mine and said, “So, what’s your
name?”

And I said, “Sam Kem, Sir.”

And he said, “From now on, you are New Cadet Kem, Sir. You understand that?”
“Yes, Sir.”

“So, what’s your name?”

Well, he had spoken so quickly, it had all slurred together, so I thought he said
“Newcadumpsir.” So, I said, “My name is Newcadumpsir.”

Looking astonished, he said, “What did you say?”
I said, “Newcadumpsir.”

He said, “Say that again,” looking agitated.
“Newcadumpsir.”

And he says, “Now, let’s go over that one more time. Your name is New Cadet Kem, Sir.
You understand that?”” Only he still slurred it together. It sounded the same to me.

So, I came back with, “Newcadumpsir”—because I knew, having been to some of those
fraternity things down at Indiana University, that you play these kinds of games. Certainly I
knew one of your best principles is to never deviate from your position.

So, the more he tried to correct me, the more I hung fast to Newcadumpsir. Finally, after two
or three minutes of this, he—rolling his eyes in frustration—moved two steps to the left to
the next new cadet in line, Mario Nicolais. Mario was of Italian background, olive skinned,
Mediterranean looking, where I'm very fair. He looked at Mario Nicolais—we were great
friends later, having just met moments before—and said, “All right, Mister, what’s your
name?”’

Mario Nicolais was no dummy. He knew that to stay out of trouble, you played along, and he
said, “Newcadumpsir.” The firstie looked at him, then looked back to me—my very fair
skin—Ilooked back at the olive-skinned Mario and said, “You two brothers?”

“No, Sir.”

“Then what’s your name?”
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“Newcadumpsir,” Mario said without flinching. The firstie finally sorted it all out after that.

I have told that story, with encouragement from my wife, Ann, a thousand times, and Mario
has told it. We met up at a reunion 10 years ago and he said to his kids, “He’s the one that
was part of the Newcadump story.”

Well, you develop some strong friendships in that first year, generally, and Inoticed there are
a number of engineers in your class. Every class has a number of engineers. Could you talk
about some of them?

You do develop strong friendships—because of the cultural shock. They work to get rid of
the civilian in you and your upbringing and start the remolding process from a common base.
Because you endure with others the same kind of pains, deprivations, and challenges, you do
start a bonding process that carries on for a lifetime. Now, there are friends and nonfriends,
and the people you like and don’t like, like every other place; but because you have gone
through a common experience, you start developing those kinds of friendships.

So, yes, plebe year you start that, but it really goes over all four years and continues beyond. I
don’t know that my plebe year friendships necessarily have been the most enduring. Surely,
some of my classmates, those who have gotten out of the Army over time, we’ve lost contact.
Throughout the four years there were other friendships that we developed, other contacts
with other people. Jim Ellis, now retired, was in the other regiment across the way. Somehow
we met on the steps of the mess hall one time, started talking, and developed a start of a
friendship. We have been assigned together many times, gone to civil school at the same
time, been in 3d Armored Division together, and

later I followed him. I followed him in the 82d

Airborne Division; I followed him into Fort Belvoir.
I don’t know if we met plebe year or not, but it was :
early on there that we met.

Another classmate, Jim McNulty—whom I don’t
recall meeting as a cadet—went engineers, and I
went engineers. We met at Fort Belvoir in the basic
course and went on to the Ranger School where we
were buddies. That is another place where you have
the bond of enduring and going through a tough ~
experience very closely, and so we have been fast .~

friends over the years. t

As a group, our class has remained close. We still
meet quarterly for lunch at Fort McNair. I went to
the last one a week ago. There were 30 classmates

there. We must have 80 to 100 in the area. So, those
kinds of bonds remain. Cadet “Sam” Kem
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Well, there were a number of well-known—to me, at least—engineer general officers in your
class.

Eight.

I was looking down the list. A name that’s prominent in the news today, General [Norman]
Schwarzkopf, was in your class.

When I said eight, I meant eight engineer general officers. We always felt we were a good
class. We were brought up well. We started at West Point during the Korean War. We went
in on the 1st of July 1952, so Korea ended while we were there. We had tactical officers who
had reached some relatively high rank during World War II, like General Mike Davison who
had been class of *’39—not too far out, let’s see, 13, 14 years out of the academy. He was a
colonel and had been a brigade commander in the war. Later he went on to get his fourth star
and command USAREUR [U.S. Army, Europe]. He was our regimental commander.

Most of the company-level tactical officers and many of the other staff had returned from
Korea where they’d spent a year or more. For example, my company, which was Company I-
1—we had two regiments in those days, companies A through M, in each of the two
regiments—lived in the South Area, which was horseshoe-shaped. Across the quadrangle the
Company M-1 tactical officer was Captain Al Haig. Captain George Patton had another
company, and Captain Bob Haldane came in to be our tactical officer. All of these folks, who
later rose to stars and fame, had been in Korea already, so they were back to take care of us.

That wasn’t your question. Your question had to do with, I guess, Norm Schwarzkopf, and I
was talking about the class in general. We, as I mentioned, had a very cohesive class, and we
maintained that. I don’t know what the number is—something like 25, 27 made general
officer. Ten of the class were killed in Vietnam; we all served there in our captain, major,
and lieutenant colonel years. I served there as a captain and licutenant colonel. Norm
Schwarzkopf now commands our Central Command in our Middle East forces. Classmate
John Foss commands TRADOC [Training and Doctrine Command]; we were fellow
commandants together when he was at the Infantry School and I was at the Engineer School.

At that time, as it had been true for Jim Ellis, too—1I followed Jim Ellis as commandant of
the Engineer School—you could go to meetings at TRADOC or CAC [Combined Arms
Center] and find many classmates there. There’d be John Foss from the Infantry School;
Dave Palmer, now the superintendent of West Point, was at that time the commandant of the
Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth; Tom Weinstein had the
Intelligence School; Rick Brown had the Armor School. So, we had Engineer, Infantry,
Armor, Fort Leavenworth, Military Intelligence, so there are five commandants.

So, we’ve always had that interaction of classmates. You see people here and there. Even
back in Germany, in the 3d Armored Division on a Winter Shield exercise, I was driving
down the road near Schweinfurt and there was a Jeep off in the ditch. I pulled over to see if I
could help, and it was my good friend Jim Ellis, infantry platoon leader. I helped pull him
out, and he went on his way. So, those things happen again and again throughout a career.

11
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General Gar Davidson was the superintendent when you were there?

No. Let me see. General Frederick Irving was there when I arrived. General Blackshear
Bryan’s the one that I remember the most. Gar Davidson probably took over from Bryan the
summer following our graduation.

Iinterviewed him. I didn’t go back and check my notes to see exactly the time frame he was
there, but it was at some point.

General Mike Michaelis was one of the commandants.'General Edwin Messinger replaced
him.

It’s the tactical officers who probably had more influence over cadets, isn’t it?

They had and have a very close relationship and influence. You're influenced by the
instructors too. Certainly one of my reasons for going engineers was because some of the
instructors that I thought the most of were engineers. I can’t probably pull all the names back,
but Captains Rank, McConnell, and Rochefort were some of them. Captain McAdoo was
another. Their general demeanor, approach, and professionalism was attractive. I don’t recall
going up and talking to them so much as just observing them.

My intent when I went there was probably never to make it a career. I was not fixed on a
military career as an outcome. I went there still having thoughts about Purdue University and
being an engineer, with an inclination towards military engineering. I didn’t know much
about the other branches.

As I carried through until my final week, I more or less maintained that inclination. In the
final week before branch drawing, as often happened—I went back later as a tactical officer,
so I observed this in the cadets at that time—in my final week I started having second
thoughts. “Am I making the right choice? Maybe I should go infantry or armor” because I
liked the leadership aspects and I liked the unit aspects of troop duty. Was I going to get
sufficient troop kind of time in the engineers, because I enjoyed that part of what we had
done up there? So, I then went to various folks and did a lot of hard talking on infantry and
armor. The armor folks in the Office of Military Instruction took me under wing, and I had
quite a conversation with them. The night before branch selection I came to grips with myself
and decided, “You don’t think one way for a lot of months and then, quick knee-jerk, make a

change.”

Some years later, I was the acting regimental tactical officer because Bob Haldane—I was
lieutenant colonel at that time, and the executive officer/S—3 of the 2d Regiment, my
regimental commander, was the same Colonel Bob Haldane who as a captain had been my
Company I-1 tactical officer—was off to Harvard for the advanced management course. So, I
was the acting regimental commander at the time of branch choice for the class of *70. The
cadet regimental commander, who had been going infantry for all these years, on the next to
the last night came in to me and said he thought he’d go engineers instead. I went back to my
own experiences, told him the story. I said, “You know, you don’t have an inclination for a
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lot of months and then make a knee-jerk reaction. You’re probably wrong. You might be
happy both places. Why is it that you think that you’ve been wrong all this time? Better think
about this one.” So, he went infantry.

Everyone realizes that that’s an important decision. Well, maybe not everyone, but lots of
cadets realize they’re making an important decision when they make this branch decision and
try to give it some careful thought.

Well, you always hope so. I know I did. I thought everybody was doing it the same way.
When you’re acting as the tactical officer, you begin to wonder about some folks. As much
as you’re working on it because some of the questions you get asked—“Well, would I be
more likely to get Fort Carson if I go air defense or armor?”—make you begin to wonder if
they’re really motivated by the right kinds of things.

So, I say it’s probably a mixed bag out there as to what’s driving them, what’s motivating
them. It is a big decision, and although you can change things down the line a couple of
years—and a lot of folks do—nevertheless, it’s nice if you get it right the first time, which I
fortunately did.

Well, I’ve seen a lot of interviews with officers who went to West Point in the *30s and into
the *40s. During that time it was difficult to get into the engineers. You made your choice
based on class standing, and those slots went early. I think that was still the case when you
were making your decision.

Yes. As I recall, I was something like 63 out of our class of about 480. I don’t know where
engineers went out, somewhere on the order of 120 or 140, I believe. About 34 classmates
went engineers.

At that time we still had 25 percent of our class who went into the Air Force. So, of the 480,
about 360 went Army and 120 went Air Force.

I guess the big competing choices were Air Force and armor out of the top half of the class?

Yes, armor was, but engineers went out first. Air Force because the numbers went down
quite a ways. You basically had to want to be Air Force—people made their pick one way or
the other, Army or Air Force.

Within the Army, though, armor was a strong choice because there were such strong armor
personalities at West Point in the tactical department. General [James F.] Hollingsworth,
later a major commander in Vietnam, Korea, all around, was very flamboyant. The stories he
would tell of armor and cavalry! When we’d go into our military training, he really ignited
the class and really brought out this feeling of mobility and fire power of armor. This was the
branch that knew how to do things. I remember two instances still vividly today.

One of them was an evening lecture. There were dialogues going on in our nation then about
the future and, of course, we’re talking ’55, *56, we’re talking about McCarthy hearings of
the Secretary of the Army, and we’re talking the Cold War and the Soviet Union. I still

13
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remember Hollingsworth, who was then a lieutenant colonel, standing in front of us saying
he knew what to do about the Soviet Union. What he’d do was just get some tanks, put the
class of ’56 in those tanks, and roar off toward Russia, and they could probably take care of
anything. So, he got a hoorah out of the class because he was that kind of a person.

I remember a couple of years before, we were at Camp Buckner in summer training, sitting in
the bleachers. We were receiving artillery instruction from one of the artillery cadre, a
captain. The instructor was telling us, “Now, when those tanks come around, we’re just
going to bring in artillery and ring it in on those tanks.” Hollingsworth then just stepped
around the side of the bleachers and gave a wary eye at the instructor for preaching this kind
of stuff, which obviously was heresy to him. Everybody really took from that that you went

with Hollingsworth.

We had some crusty veterans who had fought in World War Il and Korea and airborne types,
like Colonel Julian Ewell, who still maxed the physical training test. The kinds like Colonel
[William J.] McCaffrey, deputy commandant, and later Generals Mike Davison,
Hollingsworth, Haig, Haldane, [Thomas M.] Rienzi, and all of those caliber of folks really
instilled a lot of things into us.

I’d just say one more thing about our class, that I meant to say before, that consistently
through the years we’ve been a group that has stayed on. From the first window that we could
get out—three years was our obligation—and every year up to 20, if you look at the retention
rates for classes, we were always above the curve. So, someone did something right in
instilling in us that sense of duty, to keep us aboard and serving through all those years; we
all enjoyed it so much that we stayed on. With that combination of things, a large number
have stayed throughout in the service and been around to continue that kind of cohesiveness
and bonding that started us all.

This goes back a little bit earlier, but were you prepared for the academic rigor of West
Point? How was it academically?

I was prepared, but my transition was difficult. To explain that, Beast Barracks is difficult as
you make the changeover. By the end of that seven-, eight-week period of Beast Barracks,
you’re really getting under control. Then you go back into academics, and it’s like starting all
over again. There are about five or six plebes for every firstclassman in Beast Barracks, and
all of a sudden, when you start the academic year, the rest of the upper class comes back.
There are now about three upperclassmen for every plebe. There are plebe duties, and those
duties are rigorous and time consuming.

Then there is the new cadet chain of command, some of whom want to exercise that
command and that control. The first class is taking you through, and they’ve gotten used to
running plebes around. Now you also have the second class, some of whom are squad leaders
and cadet corporals for the first time, exercising their obligations as they see them. Then you
have the new yearlings, who just before were plebes and some of whom take it very easy and
some of whom are very tough to begin with. So, it’s almost overwhelming to the plebe, and
meeting the requirements of academics and the fourth-class system together is very difficult.
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You now find yourself at a table of ten folks. There used to be eight plebes, two
upperclassmen. Now there are three plebes and seven upperclassmen, all of whom ask
questions. The plebe has duties that used to be for just the two upperclassmen at the end of
the table and now there are only three plebes, so you’re the water corporal or you’re the
coffee corporal or you’re the gunner—taking the stuff from the waiter and passing it down.
You’re responding to upperclass questions, and each time you screw up you pay in some
form, either in further recitation of the many thousands of facts you’re supposed to know or
something else.

The same goes for your squad leader. My squad leader was very demanding, and when you
didn’t know the President’s cabinet, you might get the opportunity to write it out 30 times
that evening. Well, then you have a choice: you can study math, you can study French, you
can study English, or you can try to keep off your squad leader’s bad list by writing the
cabinet down 30 times. So, you do the latter.

I was very high in my high school class in math, did very well in English, and was high in
relative class standing. So, I would take one look at those subjects and say, “Well, I know
that math, I know that English,” and hardly touch the book in either of those subjects. I was
really having difficulty with French. I mean, I just didn’t understand because we started out
totally in French at the outset. From the first day, we did not speak English in the classroom.
So, the transition was very abrupt for somebody who’d never had French before.
Consequently, I was floundering in French, floundering with my squad leader, and just
wouldn’t touch math and English.

After six weeks, I was deficient in French, deficient in English, and deficient in math. I still
wasn’t doing too well with my squad leader. It was almost a self-fulfilling prophecy of
things. For example, the max grade was 3.0; 2.0 was passing. In three straight lessons on the
slide rule I went 1.0, 1.2, and 0.8. That meant that I was three units deficient on a cumulative
scale in just those three lessons. That takes a lot to make up when you can only make it up
with grades between 2.0 and 3.0.

So, things were not going well, and I was discouraged and even had my parents’ permission
to resign because of the duress I was getting from the squad leader and all of this. I didn’t
want to resign. Then several others left. Out of that there was a table reshuffling. My squad
leader had also been my table commandant, so I mean I was getting from him twice. He
moved off, and I was moved out of that squad to more reasonable leaders who maybe thought
Theory Y was as good as Theory X. I then got the kind of breathing space I needed to get
things going.

We were re-sectioned in our classes too. At West Point at that time, you were sectioned into
classes according to where you stood in the class in that particular subject at that time. So, in
math I was sent to the 20th section of 24—that’s how far down I was in math. There I met
Lieutenant Colonel Jessie Fishback, Corps of Engineers, and he was a patient, fatherly,
mentoring kind of person. Later on, his son would be a cadet, assistant S-3 for the second
regiment when I was a Tac in the regiment, the exec/S—3. The saying goes, what goes around,
comes around.
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Lieutenant Colonel Jessie Fishback and his manner and the fact that I was catching up with
the fourth-class system and getting along there with my squad leader allowed me the time to
now understand I did need to pick up a math book, did need to look at it, needed to do the
exercises and do the homework. When taps played at 2015, our lights went out. So, I would
go out in the hall where there was a 50-watt bulb at the ceiling. I could sit there and try to
squint at the text, and thus be up for another hour and a half and then be tired the next day. I
mean, it was a self-unraveling kind of thing. All that began to go away, and I started to get
my act together. By the end of the year I had moved up to the 1st section in mathematics.

So, to finally answer your question, the math I had in high school prepared me for math
there, but I still had to do the homework and do the work for it. English was a similar
situation. French I was never prepared for. I had taken Latin in high school. Everybody had
said that was wonderful upbringing, got you ready for anything. It didn’t get me ready for
French. By the end of the two years, I finished about 100 out of 101 in French. Several of my
classmates who’d stood higher than I were found deficient in French and left West Point. The
101st was a roommate of mine, Bob Blocher. The two of us worked together and got
ourselves through, primarily by memorizing everything we could possibly memorize and
going into the final exam, oral or written, with passages committed to memory. We could
pull out parts of our memory if the right question came along and replicate the answer or give
a very short oral talk about some aspects.

Did you have to stay at West Point for the first 8 or 10 months, or did you get a chance to go
home?

At that time we had no time to go home from the day we entered, 1 July, until the following
year when we could leave for our summer vacation as a new yearling or thirdclassman. We
had then what was called” Plebe Parent Christmas.” My folks and brothers came to West
Point to spend the Christmas holidays.

So, there’s a real break with civilian life in lots of different ways.

Oh, yes.

Including a break with your family, at least for that first year. So, the second year and after,
then, things are pretty dramatically different, I take it. Once you get through that first year.

They remained austere. At that time we still had very few weekends away; we got 2, I think,
the second year; 4 the third year; 12 in the senior year. Those have been liberalized
considerably today. Academics remained as tough. I mean, I had French the second year, and
it was just as bad the second year as the first year.

So, it remained rigorous and austere, but we didn’t have to grapple with the fourth-class
system. It was a happy day when I stood there for the recognition ceremony during
graduation week and all the upperclassmen that had me up against the wall all year came by
and shook my hand and introduced themselves with a first name and—
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Cadet Kem showed his parents and brothers the “sammy” (syrup)
pitcher on the dining table in Washington Hall during his plebe
Christmas at West Point in 1952. On the left were his brothers,

David, Jan, and Bill. On the right, his parents, Dr. Charles E. and

Janice Kem.

Released you from the bondage of the first year.

Released me from bondage, that’s right, and tried to assure me there was nothing personal
that they’d done all year.

Then, of course, later you’re going to be on the other side?
That’s right.

Not like your squad leader the first year, I'm sure. That was an unusual-—you think that was a
really unusual situation? You said there were others that had a real problem with the same
squad leader that you did.

He remained an S.0.B. throughout his military career.

He’s also even nameless, which is fine.

He hounded me even years later.

Really? So, you keep running into people, negative and positive, in the rest of your career.

Right. Fortunately, most all are positive.
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I have one other thought that I don’t think applies so much in the *50s. Again, going back to
people I've interviewed who graduated in the ’30s, they seemed to find Engineer Branch
attractive because of the civil works activities, that if there were a long peacetime period, as
there was in the ’30s, the engineer officers still had interesting work to do. Was that a
consideration at all in the *50s or had things changed quite a bit by then?

We didn’t know much about the civil works. I didn’t know much about it. T understood there
was a bigger variety of things and opportunities in the Corps of Engineers. In our summer
training at Camp Buckner we had three weeks of infantry training, a week of armor training,
four days of artillery training, and three days of engineer training. Our class went down to
Benning during one of our summers and spent a month at Fort Benning in a part of the basic

infantry course.

Even though there were most enjoyable parts of that training, there was some thought that
there must be something more than going down to the bottom of the hill and practice training
going to the top of the hill, practice the attack and then digging in and defending. So, even
with the troops having all the emphasis, as it should be, there was always the feeling there
was a greater variety in the Corps of Engineers. Building dams, operating the locks along the
Ohio River like I did later, those weren’t obvious and weren’t apparent to me in that branch
decision-making process.

Later on, the Army brought in cadets for summer training to expose them to some of those
missions to try to make the point that there is that kind of variety of experience later on in a
career. Some of those cadets would go on to be armor officers and artillerymen, some would
come to the Corps. I think there’s a very big influence on a cadet in what he’s exposed to and
who he’s exposed to, and those exposures can be positive or negative. For example, during
my command of the 7th Engineer Brigade in Germany, we would get 20 to 22 cadets a
summer. We would try to match those with battalions when they were going through a cycle
of doing something. You wouldn’t want to put the cadet in the company that was standing
down for a month’s maintenance, for example. You would like to put him or her in the
battalion that’s going into Grafenwdohr for its training, construction cycle. The experience
they would have would be one of leading engineer troops in doing things of an operational
training mission mode, rather than a housekeeping mode.

If a cadet did that in an engineer outfit, he’d be positively motivated. If he did that in an
armor outfit, he’d be positively motivated. If he was in a housekeeping engineer mode orin a
maintenance mode in an armor outfit, he could be very much turned off. Yet, that’s part of
the annual cycle, too, so those were realities.

The people were important. Where the people treat them like grown human beings, allow
them to do something, where the kind of command atmosphere that’s prevalent in that place
is positive, the experience is positive. If the other company officers are all married and run
off to their wives at night and don’t try to assimilate the cadet, he or she may have a bad
experience. If there are a couple of bachelors in the company or a married couple that brings
the cadet under their wing and take him or her around and do whatever they’re doing—in
Germany, for instance, where we were—then it’s going to be a very positive experience.
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Sounds a little like fraternity rush. I suppose there’s a positive side to that too. People need to
be given positive experiences.

Okay, any other things about the West Point years that we should cover?

Well, I should tell you one other anecdote, and that was one of the first “missions” that 1
undertook. It involved one other classmate that went into engineers later, John Wall. Several
of us in Company I-1 decided that just before the Army—Navy football game we ought to
have a foray down to the banks of the Severn (Annapolis) and be mischievous—
professionally mischievous in keeping with the spirit of competition and all that. We cooked
up a mission. Bob Speiser, Dick Sylvester, and I were the ones who did it, and we used John
Wall as an intelligence source because he had spent a plebe year at Annapolis before he came
to West Point—and spent a second plebe year there.

We wanted to go into the Naval Academy and paint Tecumseh, the Indian statue that sits
right in the courtyard of Bancroft Hall where the middies live. We wanted to paint Tecumseh
black, gray, and gold—Army’s colors. So, we talked to John Wall to figure what’s the best
way: do you go in by sea by rowboat; go over the wall and infiltrate in? He was our advance
eyes and ears and helped us come up with our battle plan.

We drove down one Saturday morning after taking a weekend of leave in late October,
stopping off at Sylvester’s house in Cherry Hill, New Jersey. His father was assigned at Fort
Dix. We picked up the paint and so forth, which had been procured and left there for us. We
then set forth and came on down to Annapolis. We arrived early, unfortunately, and went into
one of the local diners in town, awaiting lights out and taps, all the things that would close
shop at the academy, which I suppose was one o’clock but might have been midnight.

Then the waiter came over because we had gone past the hour, and said, “Psst, you guys are
really middies, snuck out, aren’t you?” We said, “Oh, no, we’re not that.” We then left and
we were all in our cadet black parkas, but without the numbers and “USMA” showing. We
were wearing just jeans, so we were dark. We then drove to a back fence; climbed over the
wall; took with us the paint and some stencils and some spray cans of paint and some rock
salt; and began our infiltration across academy grounds. We moved in leaps and bounds and
very tactically as we moved across the dark areas—all of this not yet in the built-up area.

Then we came to a bridge that was lit; we had to dash across that. There was little traffic. We
could see a car here or there. Got across the bridge and went to the parade field. We used the
salt to put a big “A” right in front of the reviewing stand, trying to kill the grass so that in the
spring there would be a new brilliant “A” sitting there. Never did find out if that worked or
not.

Then we moved on in close to Bancroft Hall where we could see Tecumseh and everything
else. We met our first obstacle. As in any kind of battle, things aren’t always quite the way
you expect them. So, it turned out to be both a disadvantage and an advantage—Tecumseh
had already been painted in all of its war paint, ready to go. He had not been unveiled; the
scaffolding and canvas were still around him. So, then we’re sitting there in the shadows, just
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away from the lights because Tecumseh can be seen easily with the lights coming out of
Bancroft Hall, and it was really lit fairly well. We contemplated for a minute, and then it was
apparent, after we checked it out, that we could get up inside the canvas. That was the
advantage; we could work without being seen.

We matched out, and I came up with the first draw, which meant I got to paint first. I crawled
up inside the canvas, pushed it away, and we then spray-painted Tecumseh black, gold, and
gray from top to bottom. Meanwhile, while one painted the other two stood watch plus took
the stencils and spray cans and painted “Go Army, Beat Navy” on some of the benches and
other things around the area.

We finished painting Tecumseh and then exfiltrated back out the way we came, by leaps and
bounds, back up over the wall. Before leaving town we drove back to the restaurant and
walked in to speak to the same guy, this time sporting paint splattered all over our parkas,
and said, “We just wanted to let you know we are not midshipmen. We’re really cadets from
West Point. We just painted the Indian.” Then we took off and made our way out. We then
sent a message back to the first captain, to be read at the mess hall at dinner, saying, “Sighted
Indian. Sank same. Tecumseh now clad in war paint of Army.” And signed it “I-1 firsties.”

Well, we thought we’d come home heroes. Instead, we had to quietly sneak aboard because
Lieutenant General Blackshear Bryan, the superintendent, thought that our actions were
really bad. He’d promised the superintendent of the Naval Academy there wouldn’t be any of
this messing around that year, and he was looking for those people who had done this
dastardly deed. Everybody was quiet, and our names were not revealed.

We'd always known if we’d been caught on the grounds we’d probably have gotten a haircut,
been made to clean it up, been exposed to ridicule and such, but little did we know that we
would have to sneak back into our own academy grounds and keep it quiet. We had only our
great sense of satisfaction from that mission accomplished.

The Army-Navy game seems to be a perennial as a memory of West Point years, a really big
event. You graduated, then, in June of ’56.

Yes.
What was your next assignment after that?

My first assignment, of course, after schooling, was with the 3d Armored Division, 23d
Engineers, in Hanau, Germany. To get there, we went to the basic engineer course at Fort
Belvoir, reporting in there at the end of August, and then on to Ranger and Airborne Schools.

Of note, the Army was changing uniforms to Army green. We were fitted for pinks and
greens when we left the academy. I was in the brown shoe army for a couple of months.
Brown shoes went out the 1st of October and black shoes came in. Pinks and greens carried
on yet another year. So, I entered the Army in a brown shoe era, and Ileave now two months
into the black epaulet era.




Richard S. Kem

Since you were at the Engineer School as commandant later, how would you compare the
basic course you went through with the basic course of the Army in the late *80s?

Well, that’s difficult to say. I would think we thought we did a better job later, but I'd have to
say I thought they did a pretty good job on me as a new licutenant. We probably had more
practical experience later when I was commandant in the course than when I went through.

There was a thought, which was probably erroneous, back in our day that since we had been
at West Point, we’d had all that field duty, we didn’t need all that field duty at Fort Belvoir.
The ROTC [Reserve Officers Training Corps] cadets did need it, it must have been decided,
and so they went to a thing called a “BOMOP,” which was an extra couple of weeks to get
them caught up. I know in our cadet command these days, the “can-do” in the ROTC summer
camps have taken on a whole different mission orientation. I don’t know what it was in those
days, so whether that was right or wrong I don’t know. In any event, we didn’t have much of
that kind of field duty in the basic course. Later, when I was commandant, we sent everybody
in the basic course, regardless of source of commission, out to Camp A. P. Hill to get the
same kind of hands-on experience.

I thought in those days that we covered an awful lot of subjects and learned a lot about
things. Some things that we didn’t have later at Belvoir—couldn’t teach them because of
available hours—we got then. That now should pick up again with the school relocated to
Fort Leonard Wood. I always thought as commandant that there ought to be a tracking at the
end of the course, a couple of weeks devoted to the new assignment of the officer. For
example, devoted to expectations in a division assignment or Corps combat battalion, or
combat heavy battalions, and a topo track.

Our engineer basic course was pointed toward a bit more of the career aspects back in the
’50s, whereas when I was commandant, it was oriented to being a platoon leader. In both
cases you were going to be a platoon leader. In neither case did we have the armored
personnel carriers at Fort Belvoir so that we could practice for someone like me and others
who were going to armored or mech divisions. So, everything we did of a practical nature
was wheeled. At Fort Leonard Wood the idea would be to teach the lieutenant the kinds of
things to expect generally, and in a couple of weeks, if he was going to a mech division, let
him go through some heavy division kind of exercises. If he was going to a light division,
light division kind of drills. If he or she was going topo, a specific orientation there. If he or
she was going to a combat heavy battalion, then put him/her into the “million dollar hole”
[construction equipment training] at Leonard Wood and have that experience.

When I was a lieutenant at Belvoir, we had the “mech and tech” department with all the
construction equipment where we got to see and operate that equipment. By the time I was
back as commandant, the mech and tech department had already moved to Leonard Wood, so
we didn’t have that. As a lieutenant I drove a grader, I drove a dozer, I operated all these
kinds of things, but we couldn’t do that for lieutenants when I was commandant. You can
now do them again at Fort Leonard Wood.
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Nevertheless, I thought that in combination, West Point and the Engineer School and
Airborne and Ranger Schools prepared me very well for my first duty assignment.

The basic course was longer then, wasn’t it?

I believe so. Two and a half months then. It was the 1st of August we arrived. We left about
middle of October. Of course, now a lot of cadets go to airborne during their time in ROTC
or at West Point. Then, you did not do that. We left Belvoir to go straight to Ranger School.
Thought we had two days to make it, but when we reported in on Sunday night we found out
we were already two days late. Our infantry brethren were in the basic infantry course, and so
we would be running through the Harmony Church area doing our physical training, and
we’d find the Tom Griffins and Norm Schwarzkopfs all sitting over there on the ground
taking a break from their instruction and taunting us as we did this. Of course, their time was
going to come.

Now, did you all go to airborne and ranger?

No, you had to volunteer if you wanted to do that, but essentially most folks went airborne.
We also had our Army aviation as a choice. You could go to two of the three.

Two of the three.

People opted for one or two. There were different combinations, but certainly not so many
went ranger. Most, as I mentioned, went airborne.

So, that was the influence of the World War II airborne generals, Maxwell Taylor and a
couple of other people of the *50s. I've heard it commented that there was a lot of airborne
influence in the Army in the *50s.

Well, there always has been.
So, those schools were shorter than the basic course?

Yes. Airborne at that time was three weeks long, but then you stayed for a week of
jumpmaster. Now you don’t get the jumpmaster at Benning; you get it back at Bragg if you
go to the 82d. The ranger course at that time was seven weeks long. We didn’t have the
desert phase as they do now. We had two weeks at Fort Benning, followed by two and a half
weeks in the swamps out of Eglin Air Force Base, and two and a half weeks in the mountains

out of Dahlonega, Georgia.
So, you went to the airborne course—that would be about the 1st of the year, January?

I was in Ranger School from mid-October till mid-December. I spent a week at Benning
attached to the airborne department, then home for Christmas leave. I came back and started
airborne on the order of 4, 5, 6 January. Airborne lasted through January. I took leave after
that. My recollection is reporting to Germany on 2 March.
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I should say one more thing about Ranger School. Ranger School was one of the experiences
that left its mark on me for what came later. You learn a lot in Ranger School about yourself,
about when the going gets tough how you still keep going. No matter how tired, how hungry,
you can marshal some extra reserve. There were those days when you hadn’t been to sleep
for a day and you hadn’t had a meal for 18, 19 hours, when you still had to exert yourself.
There were the times when you just finished an exhausting two-day problem and you knew
you were ready for and were going to get a good meal, a good breakfast, and they said before
that, though, you’ve got to climb a telephone pole, walk across a telephone pole mounted
horizontally above a stream. Getting there, you’d notice that there was a flat board on the
pole, but then the board stopped and you still had about 6 feet of just rounded log to cross,
and this is 25 feet in the air. Crossing that, you then had to climb a slack rope up to a taut line
that was coming back toward the start. After having that explained, all of a sudden, the
instructor pointed to me and I was the first to go.

Then when I was just about to approach the end of the flat board 25 feet up—and this,
remember, is after two days with hardly any sleep, paddling down the river—I thought I had
nothing left. As I was about to cross the rounded part of the log they threw artillery
simulators into the water and plumes of water shot up with noise. It was distracting and they
were hollering at me, and all of a sudden they said to hang from the taut line, then said,
“drop” and I went into the water.

When that was accomplished as a group, then we got breakfast. The point was just teaching
self-confidence, no matter where you are and what the circumstances. Another strong
message was that the mission needs to be accomplished. Focus on the mission; accomplish
the mission.

Another lesson, and one that’s really stayed with me through the years—and one that we
preach in the Army in recent years—is that you can have very good realistic training but you
should simulate as little as possible. So, there’s a great benefit to realistic training, and in
Ranger School they work hard at realistic training. If you want to take a boat and you want to
paddle a river, you do it. You don’t assume the river doesn’t exist or the bridge will come
forward. If you have to get across the river, you either have to bridge it or wade it or
something. I mean, you’ve got to do the real thing with what you’ve got.

So, that stayed with me as I tried to create training throughout the rest of my career. That is,
you want to make it tough, you want to make it realistic, and you ought not to let somebody
assume the problem away or simulate the problem away because certain things aren’t
available. Make those things available. Make training realistic.

When I ran platoon tests three years later when I was assistant S-3 of the 23d Engineers, 3d
Armored Division, we built the simulators and manufactured explosives even though they
didn’t exist in training stocks so we could give somebody a device and say, “You must tie
these to the bridge and you must pull the lighter and you must go and set off the explosive,
and you must do it before you’re interdicted by the aggressor. Only then do you pass.” It
would have been very easy to say, “Well, you just go out there and explain how you would
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do it.” Not realistic; so we had devices there so you had to go do the job and the unit had to
be trained to do it.

So, Ranger School taught me that you don’t need to compromise with training. You can
make it realistic and then you get full value from it. So, don’t compromise; keep your
standards high for training, and then the unit will benefit from that.

23d Engineers, 3d Armored Division

Q:
A:

> R Z R
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So, you reported as a platoon leader?

Yes, I reported to Germany to be a platoon leader in C Company of the 23d Engineer
Battalion.

23d Engineers. Who was your company commander?
Tommy G. Smith was my company commander. Started off with a bang.

What was it like being a platoon leader?

Well, it’s something you look forward to with some relish. It was a super experience. I have
to say once again how Ranger School and West Point, the sense of duty, the sense of mission
that you got out of those places, make you ready and confident in what you can do.

The day I arrived in Germany was Rose Monday. It was the last celebrating day of Fasching.
Germans go bonkers celebrating the pre-Lenten season. My classmate, Chuck Brinkley, had
gone straight to airborne and come over. Another classmate, Ernie Ruffner, was also in the
battalion with me. Chuck was a bachelor and already well at home. He said, “Come on out,
we’re going to a party tonight. It’s the last night of Fasching.” So, I spent my very first night
in Germany out till three o’clock in the morning at a big Fasching party at the Stadthalle, got
up the next day to meet the battalion commander for the first time, and luckily he was out
with the mumps.

They told me I was assigned to C Company. I went there and the company commander
wasn’t there either. He was off. Nor were there any platoon leaders or an executive officer
around, just the first sergeant. He was really ill at ease because the division sent down a no-
notice first aid inspection team that morning to check out C Company. The company was to
turn out 1 officer and 3 to 4 noncommissioned officers and 20 to 25 soldiers to take this first
aid test.

I was the only officer available and I had just arrived; should they or should they not include
me? So, the first sergeant asked me, “Well, what do you think?” I said, “Well, yeah, let’s go
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do it.” So, I took the first aid exam, and I surely didn’t max it, but I did all right—80 percent
or 85, something reasonable for a no-notice kind of thing.

That evening my company commander came back. We went to dinner together and that’s
how I got to meet him. Two days later I was on the way to the field because the battalion that
my platoon supported, the 37th Armored Infantry Battalion, Mechanized Infantry Battalion,
out of Friedberg, was in the field on a command post exercise. He wanted me to have that
experience right off. So, I headed out, and they gave me the best map-reading
noncommissioned officer in the platoon, the assistant platoon sergeant, so I would get there.
We struck off by jeep and went down to find the coordinates of the 37th Infantry Battalion
command post.

After the assistant platoon sergeant got lost, I took the map and, based on what I’d been
taught at Belvoir and at West Point, we found our way there. From a standing start, I
remember walking in to meet the battalion commander. He said, “Well you’re just in time. In
half an hour we’re getting all the company commanders together and laying out the duties for
tomorrow.” I still remember that vividly. We entered his command van and he said, “Okay,
men, I want you to meet Lieutenant Kem. He’s my engineer, my task force engineer.” Here
were a couple of armor guys and a couple of infantry captains, his company commanders. It
was a cross-reinforced task force. They were talking about the next day’s reconnaissance;
they were going to set up a defensive position. We were terrain-walking the general defense
plan on the terrain.

After laying out his concept of operations, he said, “Okay, now, Lieutenant, I’'m concerned
about the tank approach; I want to know what you can do for me.” So, the next day I did my
recon with the others and, holy cow, they were defending on a table top. I mean, you couldn’t
do much more than interdict a road here or there. There were gentle slopes and terrain that
tanks could roll across easily. You just couldn’t put in enough mines to close a gap or do
something worthwhile.

So, we got back together, and he asked for each company commander’s report, and they all
mentioned how they would occupy their position. Then he turned to me and said, “Well,
Lieutenant, what are you engineers going to do for me?” I thought, “Boy, how am I going to
tell him I can’t do much?” So, I said, “Well, Sir, there’s not very much we can do to give you
a very cohesive, strong defense, so we can do a little bit about breaking up the cohesion of
the attack here and there.” He said, “Well, that’s just what I thought. I saw that big bunch of
terrain out there and I didn’t think you would be able to do very much.”

Wow! He accepted my view. I thought of my inexperience. Here was a place where I’'m in
my first week, I'm still living out of the place where I threw my suitcases, and I’'m out on a
two-day exercise and having to produce quickly. Later, when I was commandant at the
Engineer School, I used those kinds of instances to emphasize, “You’ve got to be prepared.”

To finish that week, I came back from those two days in the field and my company
commander said, “While you were gone, division wants to open up this training area [later to
become the Friedberg Training Area and today a major local training area for one of the
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brigades of the 3d Armored Division]. We’re going to send your platoon to Friedberg for six
weeks on temporary duty to build the entrance road into the area.”

So, at the end of that week—I’ve been in the country now seven days, hardly seen my
platoon because I’ve been out at the command post exercise—I’m with the platoon sergeant
and we’re moving out to go build a road. So, I spent my next six weeks away from home
station. Still didn’t have a car, still didn’t have a final BOQ [bachelor officers quarters] room,
and I'm up making arrangements as the engineer company officer in charge in the area of
Combat Command C—we were still organized as combat commands at those times—Ilocated
in Friedberg. Arranging for billet space for my troops, mess hall, maintenance facilities,
moving all of our equipment up. Happened quickly. We had to do the design. Nobody had
done a design of the road. Nobody had yet found a quarry; they thought there was one
around. All of that befell me to put together the entire operation to build that road.

So, the challenges came very quickly for me as a new platoon leader in C Company.

I sense from your description that the 3d Armored put a lot of emphasis on training. Is that
the case? Was that generally true of armored divisions?

Oh yes. We trained, trained, trained. I spent at least six months of every year that I was there
that first three years away from my BOQ. My particular platoon supported two different
battalions, the 37th Mech Infantry and the 32d Tank Battalion, also at Friedberg. Each time
they took the Army training test, my platoon went out with them. Each time they went to
Grafenwohr or Wildflecken, my platoon went with them. Each time they had a pre-test,
which they always did, my platoon went with them. Each time they had a pre-test command
post exercise, which they always did, I'd always go and participate. So, having two different
battalions to support, I'd go through all those cycles. Then we’d go to the field for our own
23d Engineer Battalion training or bridging exercises. We were fortunate to have Campo
Pond right there in Hanau. This was a big, local training area and we did a lot of training
there. So, it was a continuum of field training—combined arms, primarily.

It was a very good place for a young officer to learn about the Army, troops, units, and how
engineers are part of the combined arms team. I've always felt that Germany provided the
best vehicle for that because you could get combined arms training at the field training
installations like Grafenwohr or Wildflecken. Also, they had the bigger exercises such as the
REFORGERS and the winter FTXs [field training exercises] where you could put Corps
against Corps, division against division, and get the whole unit chain operating.

In addition, the 3d Armored Division was a particularly good place to start for me because in
the heavy division, speed of action characterizes what they do. You really have to learn to
think at the speed of your weapons systems. We were just, in 1957, 12 years out of World
War IL. There was still rubble in some of the cities. There was still that armor mentality
carryover that we had. You and I talked earlier about Hollingsworth and all preaching at
West Point that armor was firepower, mobility, and shock action. In this 3d Armored
Division they would just drum that in all the time.
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An engaging thing about it was that it was in the mind. It was preached in the 3d Armored
Division that we were all armored; there were armored engineers, armored infantrymen,
armored tankers—tankers weren’t the only ones in the armored force. So, it was a state of
mind of how you did things, and that was mobility, quickly developing your shock action,
and using your firepower. We were taught how to do things by frag order, and how to move
and go. The alert systems of those days turned us out into our local assembly area, ready to
move forward. Sometimes we did move forward to general defense plan positions and then
had terrain exercises so we would know the terrain on which we would fight.

I remember later we started having the big movement exercises, probably when [Creighton
W.] Abrams was there. He put the entire division on the move after one of the alerts.
Division would come out with an order that basically would take division units from
wherever they were and put them in a long road march. Of course everybody was joining and
leaving at different places, so you could get quite an exercise on road movement, hitting the
starting point on time. It was drummed into all of us lieutenants that, boy, you made the
starting point—not a minute late, not five seconds early, you did it right on time. Then we
made our march intervals on the autobahns, before all of today’s German traffic was there.

So, the mind-set of mobility and marshaling your force and delivering your firepower was
endemic to the whole division. Those were good lessons for me that carried forth into the
future when I commanded the 7th Engineer Brigade—how VII Corps operated and how
engineers provided support to divisions who operate that way. I had learned the need to stress
the engineer mind-set that has to support that kind of hard-hitting mobile action. Those
things led eventually into the thinking that went into the force structure analysis that became
E-Force. I mean, the lessons from those days in the 23d Engineers were a genesis for what
came later.

As a platoon leader supporting my two battalions, my platoon and I would go to Grafenwohr
and would spend the month or six-week rotation at Grafenw6hr with them, living out in the
barracks with them and supporting them on the exercises. Grafenwohr at that time hadn’t
been turned into the major range complex that it is today, the live-fire range. It was more of a
maneuver place. Now you do less unit maneuver and more live-fire training. Typically during
a maneuver battalion training test, one part of it was attacking as an objective the Hoefenohe
Church area, and that was tactically moving many kilometers over rough terrain to get to
Hoefenohe Church. I'd come up with an engineer plan. I'd take my platoon out in our
armored personnel carriers, M—59s. I had difficulty keeping up with two M—59s and one
truck—only two of my squads had an M—59.

Then there was the problem of the dozer. I mean, why do we have the M9 ACE [armored
combat earthmover] today? Because we had the problem of the roadbound dozer. What to do
about the platoon’s dozer that couldn’t keep up? We would have to give it to the assistant
platoon sergeant and say, “Here’s where I’'m going to be en route to Hoefenohe Church,
here’s the objective, and we’ll be following this route. You need to follow generally this
route, and at the end of the day we’ll be there. You go to that intersection and we’ll police
you up.”
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He wouldn’t have radio contact because we had no radio for him. So, we would have to go
back later and find him. I’d have to tell my jeep driver that too. I'd have to ride an M-59
because we were going across country. The jeep couldn’t keep up. So, I would have to go
find my jeep at the end of the period. Then we’d have to go find the tractor-trailer and dozer
and bring them in to where we were. At the same time, we’re busy preparing to go on to a
defensive mission or set up for the obstacle work we needed to do.

The M-59 had an engine on the right and left sides. We had one very sick, lemon M-59. It
always managed to break down on every exercise. So, we had to shuffle to make things work,
but, having been taught mission accomplished is paramount, you have to make do and find
the way to still accomplish the mission even though there are all these kinds of obstacles.

So, you learned things for the future about engineer equipment?

Organization and combined arms. The emphasis in the armored division was always
combined arms. It was obvious then that engineers were an integral necessity in the
combined arms team, and we really were maneuver. We worked with maneuver all the time.
It was standard procedure when the 32d Tank Battalion marched that there would be seven
tanks and then my engineer platoon, then the rest of the battalion. Many a road march I made
on the tank trails of Grafenwohr in the black of night, watching the cat eyes of the tank in
front of me with my M—59s behind my jeep, hoping we’d stop in time before we would run
up under the tank ahead. Squinting through the dust, in the dark, we would roam those trails
at night and we’d turn off and we’d assemble. I mean, we really practiced moving tanks. The
standard procedure always was that my platoon would follow the lead platoon plus the extra
two command vehicles of the company in the column.

At this time the engineer equipment hadn’t kept up? Wasn’t quite adequate for the movement
required? For the speed?

Well, what wasn’t adequate were things that have always gone wrong. Even then we needed
the M9 ACE because, although the bulldozer could do the job on the objective when we
wanted to push dirt, it couldn’t go cross-country. So, it could run in a road convoy but it
couldn’t go across country. Therefore, we had to find a place to put it. We didn’t have
enough radios so that everybody could have one, which was why we later insisted the M9
ACE have a radio when some people wanted to cut it out.

I mean, the experience that I had there as an engineer platoon leader armed me with the
ability to articulate later why we still had to have the radio, because in the M9 tests at Fort
Hood, the location of the radio was a problem because of overheating. One easy solution
would have been to take the radio out; then we wouldn’t have a problem. I insisted we keep
the radio and relocate it because of my experiences of years before and since you want to talk
to that M9 guy and be able to move him and have him in the communications net.

The fact that our platoon leader was mounted in a quarter-ton jeep rather than a tracked
vehicle was a problem that I've already mentioned. The fact that we only had two instead of
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three M—59s was an allocation problem. We eventually got the third M—59 so every squad
was track mounted.

Then our M-59, though, was not less capable than the infantry because they were in M—59s.
Today, engineers are in M—113s while the infantry is in Bradleys, so we have a capability
differential on the move that we did not have then. The basic things that the engineers need
to move so they can be responsive to maneuver commander’s needs were as evident then as
they are today.

It’s almost a stereotype. You see it in the movies and you read about it—the amount of
reliance a new lieutenant has to place on his sergeants and the importance of getting along
with the sergeants. Did you have any experience along those lines? Is that true?

Yes and no. Once again, this early experience was something that influenced me in
addressing how we try to teach our new lieutenants at Belvoir when I later was the Engineer
School commandant. Let me jump ahead from my lieutenant days to my commander, 7th
Engineer Brigade in Germany days, which is in between the time that I'm having the
experiences I have been discussing and the time I’'m commandant.

I was rather disappointed in the understanding of our licutenants at that time as they came
into the 7th Engineer Brigade on what they needed to do “to take charge.” As one example,
one night I was on a bridge exercise. I found the lieutenant over at the side of the M4T6
bridge construction action. I went over and talked to him and I said, “How’s it going?”

“We’re going well. The old sergeant’s got it really kicking along.”
I said, “Well, what are you doing?”
He answered, “Well, I don’t have anything to do.”

I thought, “Oh my, we’ve come a long way” because, obviously, he did have something to
do. I remembered my own days, building bridges and being in the midst of things, trying to
make sure it was all going, and anticipating and everything else. So, I felt there, in the mid-
*70s, that we had a lot of problems in the Army.

Just bringing up a new lieutenant to understand what Max Thurman later really brought to
the fore in his “Rule 14” that, “When you’re in charge, take charge” had a meaning. I felt I
had that because we were all taught that back at West Point, Ranger School, and the Engineer
School when I was a lieutenant. The example I gave of my first command post exercise, the
first aid example, and the example of going up to build the road a week after my arrival. I
mean, there was no doubt in my mind that I was in charge and I had a responsibility to be in
charge.

So, now to your question, what does that do to your platoon sergeant relationship? Well, you
need that person to help your transition and understand what it really is to lead troops,
especially in those days because we did not, at West Point, have the third lieutenant program
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or the program where in one of your summers you spent a month out with an active unit. We
didn’t have that but for a few cadets, and I never had that experience.

First Lieutenant R. S. “Sam” Kem

You also have the human nature factor, and I had a platoon sergeant that was very strong-
willed. He had always been allowed to run a platoon when there were only two platoon
leaders, and he’d been running this platoon for a year. He basically didn’t want me there. I
was hardheaded also, and so our relationship really deteriorated quickly when he vied with
me for who was in command, who was leading that platoon.

It came to the point where the company commander had to do something with one of us three
or four months down the way. The platoon would go out to build an expedient M4T6 bridge,




Richard S. Kem

for instance, and I’d want to try it one way and he countermanded the instructions and did it
the same way they’d always done it. So, he was moved to another position and I was given a
new platoon sergeant.

So, I guess my answer to your question is that I learned things from that platoon sergeant. By
the same token, it wasn’t the all-enduring, supporting relationship that it could have been and
should have been. I would attribute that to him. Human nature was a prime factor. He took
that position because he had been a platoon leader time and time again.

Who was the battalion commander?

Lieutenant Colonel Howard B. Kaufman was the first. He later was the Rock Island District
Engineer. I liked him very much.

This was ’56 to ’59, I believe.
March ’57 to November ’59.

Yes. Is this about the time that the Army was experimenting with or trying to deal with
tactical nuclear weapons? General Taylor, I think, during this period introduced the concept
of the pentomic division? How did that affect you?

Thank goodness I was spared that because I was in an armored division. The other divisions
in Germany were organized pentomic with five battle groups. We were in the old armored
division concept with three combat commands. Unlike World War II, where there was a
Combat Command Reserve, which was mainly a headquarters that would take elements of
the six maneuver battalions and put them together when committed and they’d plan the
counterattacks. Now the Third Combat Command was Command C to go along with
Commands A and B, and it had maneuver units assigned.

So, I really didn’t participate in the pentomic concept. Of course, when we went into the
Reorganization Objective Army Division concept later, it was modeled after the armored
division. Later, under the reorganization, the mech infantry divisions formed much like the
armored divisions with a different mix of tank and mech infantry battalions. They trained the
same, fought the same, and had the brigade-to-battalion task force relationship about the
same. So, I think I was fortunate in starting off with what was going to be an enduring thing.
Again, when I came back as the VII Corps engineer and 7th Engineer Brigade commander
later on, we were in a Corps and supporting divisions that were similar to the ones I had been
in as a lieutenant.

Did your training place a lot of emphasis on tactical nuclear weapons and dealing with that
possibility?

We had some. We’d draw curves for fallout, do certain things, but there was not a great
emphasis on it. Most of it was because, even then, the feeling in the armored division was,
“We’ll survive because we can move, and we’ll always keep moving.”
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Now, this is not the tactical nuclear weapon, of course, but we had the atomic demolition
munition [ADM] in the 3d Armored Division at that time, and so 1 did get involved with that
and trained in ADM while I was in Germany in that first assignment.

That’s a weapon whose fortunes have waxed and waned.

Well, I mean, it really wasn’t a weapon. It was a demolition munition. To put it in the context
of what it could do to destroy something, it had a real purpose. I was very involved in that
later in the 7th Engineer Brigade because of the different way it had moved over time, which
I can comment on right now—probably the best time to do it.

The standards for the ADM or other nuclear weapons are always very high, and the rules and
regulations almost go to the ridiculous when you’re training with it, some of them for good
reason—safety. Some of them for another good reason—release authority and the need to use
it in the right places. Some for good reason like you want to make sure it goes off at the right
time and the right place to give you the right obstacle. Other procedures, like make sure
you’ve wiped it 13 seconds after something else happened with the right kind of tissue and
all of these kinds of things, were almost laboratory in approach.

So, back when I was trained in this, we were actually handling and inserting the ball. And, as
a consequence, we did certain things with a lot of safety in mind. To go through the step-by-
step procedure, with tissues and all, I mean, we would fail the training test if anything was
amiss—awfully rigorous for the field, for training for combat.

I thought that ridiculous nature was brought to extremes when I was an umpire on an Army
training test with another engineer battalion. We were in the field environment at
Wildflecken, and they were responsible for putting an ADM in to blow a pass to create an
obstacle. As I got out there to evaluate them, the lieutenant came up and wanted to make sure
that I approved his substitution list, that they didn’t have real Kleenex to wipe the ball with
and they were just going to simulate that with something else. I was thinking, “How does that
affect mission accomplishment?” I said, “Look, once you get that thing slapped home, if you
back off the right distance and you set the right number of things in your timer and it goes
click, you pass. If it doesn’t go click, you don’t pass. I don’t care what kind of tissue you
have.” I mean, that’s for the IG [Inspector General] teams. So, higher-ups could descend
upon you for that, but here we’re talking tactical.

Now, what’s that a reflection of? I reflect back to my Ranger School experience, still worried
about too much simulation, train realistic, have the right standard, and it’s pass or fail
depending on whether your operation accomplished the mission. There was that kind of IG
environment prevalent then. So, because of that, everything done with ADMs was very
rigorously looked upon by the whole battalion staff.

Consequently, we had one company in the battalion that was working the ADM mission, and
invariably you had to give the best platoon leader to that company. When it came time for
inspection everybody sent a truck over there so they had the best trucks. They didn’t leak
because you couldn’t have anybody leaking any axle grease. So, because of the rigorous
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nature of the tests, almost like rotations to the National Training Center today, everything
stopped to make sure that the ADM platoon made it unscathed through this rigorous
inspection.

First Lieutenant Kem (right) watched a motor pool vehicle inspection
in West Germany in November 1958.

So, that’s the way it was in every engineer battalion in Europe. Then one day someone had
the bright idea, “If we could put all this back in one location, we’d probably provide better
support. Oh, by the way, get all these battalion commanders off the hook.” So, they made an
ADM company in each engineer brigade. Thus, when I arrived to command the 7th Engineer
Brigade later, I had the 275th ADM Company. I don’t remember the numbers, but we had
something like six platoons, 300 people, and I don’t know how many ADM teams. Lots.

Inspections were an every-week occurrence. I think we counted up that we had an inspection
of one kind 48 of the 52 weeks a year, somewhere, involving one of the ADM platoons and
some infantry task force that had to provide the security. So, whereas we used to have an
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engineer battalion commander’s whole staff and the maintenance capability being able to
help get that ADM platoon ready to go, now I had one company and one overworked
maintenance warrant who had to get some platoon ready to go every week. Thus, we carried
a high vulnerability for failure, which before had been spread to all battalions, but they also
could provide a lot of resources to help.

We had a major commanding that ADM company. When this poor guy left I got anew one in
there, and all of a sudden we started failing inspections. It all came home when I saw my own
tail on the line, frankly. I tried to get into and understand the systemic problems. It became
obvious that what I had had in the previous company commander was somebody whose
strengths carried the day and who did all those things that all those other battalion
commanders already had done to pass—switching trucks from one platoon to another,
repainting the bumper numbers, taking all the best trucks, but after a while they too wear out.
We were really living on the margin of risk of accomplishing the mission because we were so
thin. We were short people so he would have to move people from one platoon to another.
We weren’t ready for wartime but we were accomplishing a lot of different tasks.

So, in the middle of 1977 I went to General Dave Ott, the 7th Corps commander, who had
recently called down and said, “What’s going on?” I'briefed him and proposed major changes
of how we in the Corps would employ ADM. This became the new modus operandi.

Basically, we needed to cut out some of the ADM teams. In the 7th Brigade at that time we
had gone to the point that, no matter how many people we were short, we’d still field every
required team. Yet, a soldier had to have certain clearances before he could handle the release
material, and you couldn’t get those clearances unless you’d been in the Army so long. So, as
the personnel system delivered us fewer people and more junior people who hadn’t been
there long enough, we were down to the margin where there was only the absolute minimum
number. Thus, the threshold for failure was really reduced, and nobody wants to fail. Ididn’t
want them to fail—that’s not good for their morale. I mean, we all wanted to succeed.

So, we changed the philosophy. If the system could not provide us the resources, we would
stand down teams, but we would field teams that met minimum base requirements. I mean, if
we were authorized a five-man team we’d never go with less than four, even though we’ve
been previously going with three. We actually stood down the teams, and the Corps put it
into their operational plans that we only had so many operational teams at that moment.
Thus, the pressure was on the system to improve, much like readiness reporting is supposed
to do for other units.

We also got priority from the Corps to get 30 new trucks because our trucks were worn out.
Thus, we didn’t have to take the old wire-and-shoestring vehicles back again and again, but
had some vehicles that might pass inspection.

Then, significantly, we changed the whole concept of operations from taking the ADM
forward all the way to delivering it on call, much like artillery. Thus, once someone wanted
to employ a demolition munition, they, the infantry, wouldn’t have to go all the way back to
the depot, vicinity of Kaiserslautern, to pick it up. It seemed absurd that you would fly an
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infantry outfit all the way back there from the forward area. That’s what really rankled the
infantry types, and I thought so too. So, I'sold the concept that ADMs would be delivered to
the brigade’s rear boundary by Corps assets. We engineers would do the pickup; someone
else would provide the essential security. Aviation would fly it. We would no longer drive it.
I mean, it was absurd to think we were really going to put a vehicle on the road to go all
those miles back to Kaiserslautern and then back to the front and make it in any kind of
responsive time.

So, we modernized the whole concept of operations. If it’s a Corps’ mission and if the Corps
has a priority for thé use of it, the Corps must provide the resources to get it there. Aviation
or Corps engineer assets would deliver it to the brigade’s rear boundary, where then the
employing maneuver commander with his engineers would pick it up, take it forward, and do
all the necessary things as before.

When you put ADM operations on that basis, you needed fewer of them. They were more
flexible because you didn’t have to have ADMs out in many places. Now they would be
provided forward. We had fewer people involved. The number of training inspections each
year was reduced. You didn’t have so many infantrymen and infantry battalions that had to
be involved. We reduced our inspection requirements from 48 of the 52 weeks a year down
to something like 22 of the 52 weeks a year. That was still a sizable number compared to
previously when the battalion commander had it once or twice a year, but at least down to
something that made a lot more sense.

We really reconstructed the entire ADM approach, I think, rewriting doctrine in a rather
reasonable, logical way. That became the way until General [Bernard W.] Rogers, then the
Supreme Allied Commander, Europe, got rid of all ADMs in the theater in the mid-"80s,
primarily because of, I believe, concern for their availability to terrorists. We now had gone
from what was, in my earlier day, a huge contraption down to a rather nice-sized backpack-
sized munition.

Storage security wasn’t such a big concern in the ’50s, but by the *70s, the security of the
weapon had become a matter of substantial concern to us.

Wasn’t there always the problem of the release authority too? You referred to that. It was a
nuclear weapon so it did require rather complicated procedures.

Yes, it was always complicated. The problem there, that we also sorted out, was that
engineers had to have ADM release handed down to platoon and team level, whereas in the
artillery that was at battalion and battery level. So, we engineers had to be training sergeants,
Spec—4s, in an arena where artillery could be training captains and majors. That was one of
those things that heightened the risk of failure.

The change we made was to ask, “Why do we have to do release there at team level.” The
people in charge, the employing maneuver unit, ought to have that sort of responsibility. So,
we sorted out release authorities and when and where it was to happen. We didn’t change the
basic release items. We changed who had to handle them.
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Let’s turn a minute to talk about what it was like to be stationed in Germany during this time.
From ’57 to ’59.
You were at Hanau.

Yes.
What were the facilities like in the late *50s? For the BOQs?

The 23d Engineer Battalion was in Hessen Homburg Kaserne. Just two years ago [1988], we
started fixing up Hessen Homburg for the first time since then. It was an old German kaserne.
It still had the rifle racks in the hall in an alcove. It was adequate for our need then, barely.
We had a motor pool that was down at the far end of Hutier Kaserne. You had to climb over
a bridge over a street between Hessen Homburg and Hutier, and then walk to the motor pool
for the tracked vehicles at the far end of Hutier.

We had a cinder courtyard in the middle of all our kasernes where we could have company
formations. Typically physical training in the morning was out there, and we could fall out
formations for morning work call and that sort of thing. The battalion commander ran the
kaserne, where we had our own company messes and luckily our own theater where we could
get large numbers of people together.

Years later they put a headquarters and a medical battalion in that same kaserne. They parked
tracked vehicles on the middle quadrangle, which really made it awfully tight. I would have
thought it would be very difficult to have lived under those conditions.

As a lieutenant living in Germany at that time, my BOQ was near Campo Pond. I had a
single room, shared a bath. I ate all of my meals at the officers mess located in old Argonner
Kaserne just two blocks from the BOQ. The facilities that are Hanau’s today, basic kasernes,
were there then. The family housing areas were nearby, so when you were invited to another
lieutenant’s home in the evening for dinner, as you were from time to time, they were usually
within walking distance.

A bachelor’s life was spent, when not in the field, out looking for girls, like any other place.
You met them in the American community or at the movie, or you could go out and meet
German girls. We had one lieutenant in the battalion who was engaged to a German girl, so
dates could be arranged through her and her friends for others. There were also the special
service girls who operated the rec centers, and the teachers in the Hanau schools lived in a
women’s quarters nearby. Thus, much of the social interaction was around that.

Garmisch existed as a recreation center, so you could go there to ski in the winter. Then you
could book your own travel, either tours or on your own, driving to various places. That was
the era of not many German cars on the road and the era of 4.2 marks to the dollar. You
know, you could go down the street and get a rump steak for $1.50 or $2.00. A lot of the
German cars on the road were the little Messerschmidt three-wheelers, more like the cockpit
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of an airplane, or another one that was a little more buglike. As I mentioned, there were still
city blocks in Hanau that had rubble in them.

The populace was very friendly. There was not the kind of mix between the populace and the
military as there was later when I was a brigade commander, as I think about it. Then, Ireally
don’t know how much interaction there was between my battalion commander—the higher-
ranking folks at that time—and the Germans. I do remember one very interesting experience
I had was when I was selected as the junior officer to accompany the battalion commander to
Koblenz to meet with a newly forming engineer battalion of the new Bundeswehr. Germany
had just reformed the Bundeswehr that same year. We had a very nice evening out, drank a
lot of beer, and ate a lot of good soup—interacting with a bunch of very fine German officers
who were just forming this new battalion.

Yes, this isn’t that long after the war. Germany’s still recovering during this period.

That’s right, it was still a recovery period. I did a lot of personal travel around because I was
interested in the area. We could drive to the Taunus Mountains nearby and we could drive
down to Wiirzburg and see the very nice bridges and castles down there. Later we could drive
up to—I think it’s the Hartz Mountains—and take my new Porsche and run it around the
Nurburgring. You could make a 14-kilometer spin around the Nurburgring for two marks.
You might be doing that and a Formula-one car would come up behind you, or maybe you
would pass a tour bus. Pay your money, and you get a chance to go around Nurburgring.

I wanted to turn back to your experience in the unit as a platoon leader, but I think you
referred to the fact that then you went on to be part of the company commander’s staff?

I was a platoon leader for a year and a half, and one of the interesting things at that time was
that the 3d Armored Division was a gyroscope division. It had come to Germany in the
summer of ’56, and I joined in March of ’57. There were only a few of us that came in as
individual replacements. After two years I was still one of the five most junior officers in the
battalion because it had gyroscoped over with a full complement of officers. Hardly anybody
left and it stayed with almost the same group of people for two and a half years. They then
left together in the summer of ’59. So, opportunities didn’t open up very well.

It was so much so that the battalion commander was even thinking of having some people
who had been pulled up to be company executive officers go back to be platoon leaders to
give other platoon leaders the opportunity to be company executive officers.

I was fortunate that I was picked to be a company executive officer, and I moved to E
Company, the bridge company, after about a year and a half in the platoon. I was ready to
move. I then spent about nine months as E Company’s executive officer.

Of interest at that time in E Company, we did the field tests on a new equipment item called
the armored vehicle launched bridge [AVLB]. This had just arrived—the first time the
scissor bridge had been in a field unit. We did the field tests on the AVLB, which identified
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massive hydraulic leaks that we experienced. It then had to go back and be fixed before it
came back.

We also had the great experience of being the first to have an AVLB slide sideways in a
small German town on slick cobblestones and wipe out half a building, and the other
experiences that happen when you get something new for the first time. My classmate at
West Point, Ernie Ruffner, was the bridge platoon leader who conducted those tests.

After having spent that time as bridge company exec, I moved to be the assistant S—3 on the
battalion staff, and I finished my tour there. My tour was actually curtailed from a three-year
tour ending in March 1960 to November 1959 because it had been decided that bachelors
ought to only have a two-year tour; married officers would continue to have a three-year tour.
Those of us who were already there had their tours curtailed according to a schedule, so Ileft

in November.

Did your experiences with the bridge company or at battalion have the same impact on you
that your platoon leader assignment had? Were there any particular lessons you learned?

Sure, every tour you have in the Army builds on another. We have an Army that’s already
prepared for a mission that we hope never comes, but in getting prepared at any one
particular day, you have new people in the job who are learning that job as others move off
and up. So, you’re always into a job—as you got to know the job, then you’d go to one of
greater responsibilities, and so you’re always continuing to grow and develop.

I guess the bridge company position gave me a chance to look across the whole battalion. I
was pretty accomplished, I thought, by that time in combined arms and in training because
I’d been involved with infantry and armor so very much in all their exercises. Now, because
of the armored division and the Corps as they thought about their mobility requirements, the
training mission was getting across rivers, like the Main River and the Rhine. We practiced a
lot of combined arms bridging, much more than was done later when I was in 7th Engineer
Brigade or even today. Our major exercises would have bridge crossings. I remember several
times being at bridge crossings where the Seventh Army commander and the USAREUR
commander would be there watching it.

So, the bridge company was an opportunity to once again learn a lot. The thing I really
learned was the value of an exceptional first sergeant. Just working in the company command
post with him, watching his ability to handle people and how he organized the company of
his day, were good experiences for me. When I'd been in C Company, there was no platoon
leader’s room. There was no desk; I mean, you had no place to go. You were out leading your
platoon. So, the company orderly room was a little godlike place that even platoon leaders
didn’t go into. The company commander worked out of there and the company exec, and it
was the domain of the first sergeant.

So, as a platoon leader—I’m backing up a little bit—when you did your lesson plans and met
with your noncommissioned officers you found your own place to do them. When Ibecame a
company exec, then, it broadened the perspective of how things operate. We had a relatively
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easy going company commander, but a very strong first sergeant. It was a period where I
learned about how multiple things bigger than a platoon go together and fit, and how you
support multiple different operations. Good experience.

I moved up to be the assistant S-3. It was really a battalion to maximize learning, for a
couple of different reasons. I knew a lot about maintenance. That was another thing the 3d
Armored Division and 23d Engineers did a lot of. I mean, motor pools and maintenance were
ingrained. You took care of your stuff—I knew that from being a platoon leader and the
company exec in a bridge company where we had all those trucks and the MAT6 bridge and
the new AVLB platoon and all of that.

Colonel Howard B. Coffman was my first battalion commander; Colonel John Frasrand was
the second. Then Colonel Nick Carter came in and took command in the early summer of
’59. Anyway, I became the S-3, as I recall, about March of 1959. This was now the time, if
you recall my talking about the gyro rotation, that this group of people were leaving. For the
first time we were getting a turnover of people—new people, new company commanders,
and in all the staff activities.

I ought to make a comment about the company commanders we had back in *59. During my
first couple of years in the battalion, our company commanders were old—that’s a relative
term—grizzled veterans. I think John Pick, when he was my company commander, was on
about his fifth company. T.G. Smith was my first company commander. He was followed by
Larry Smith. T.G. was short, Larry was tall. T.G. was initially the company commander,
Larry Smith was the S—1, and Larry Smith came down and took the company, and T.G. went
up to be the assistant 3, replacing Jack Campbell, who became the executive officer of D
Company. All were good officers and taught me a lot.

Here was this group of folks who had been over there together, knew each other well, and all
interacted with each other, all competed with each other, and a lot of them had Korea
experience and multiple companies. Now in 1959 we were making this turnover, and the
Smiths went home and the senior lieutenants went home, and now all of a sudden there was
an opportunity to move up. Major Jim Foster had come in to be the S-3, and he was my S-3
boss to start off with. Then he left and Major Vern Pinky came in to be the S-3. There was
all this change that summer, and that was during the rotation time I was the assistant S-3.
The leadership of the division changed, too, and General Frederick Brown came in to be the
division commander and Brigadier General Abrams came in to be the assistant division
commander.

With Nick Carter, we had a can-do operator. He had an outward flair, very oriented to
operations. Lieutenant Colonel Frasrand had been more methodical and middle ground. So,
there was a new spirit in the battalion, I think, because we’d been alike so long, and in the
people’s last few months of all being together, we hadn’t had much change. Carter ignited a
whole new thinking of things. Pinky came in to be the S—3 and it was all new. So, it was kind
of exciting for me as an assistant S-3, and I was a bridge between the two. Having been the
assistant S—3 three months under Foster, the old S—3, and Frasrand, the battalion commander,
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and now with the arrival of the new group I was part of the transition, and I could really
watch that and enjoy it.

We had our engineer battalion Army training test that fall in October. It was very exciting as
we prepared for that, going up with a whole bunch of new people to take the pre-test at
Wildflecken, and having gone through many of those in years past with the same old group,
good as they were. This was exciting because we did things differently with a new flare and
with a more aggressive operational mode. They were good tests, and so very enjoyable.

Carter’s idea was that the engineer battalion companies and platoons had to be able to move
like armor because we were an armored division. We had to be able to move off the road into
a quick holding area and then move back on the road and move. So, we were practicing those
kinds of operations.

We took our Army training test as an engineer battalion. Even though we would normally
support infantry and armor—that’s how we were going to fight—in those days for some
reason we would take a training test as an integrated battalion. We would have missions in
which a company would go out to support somebody but that somebody wasn’t there. So,
that part of it was a little bit off-line, but then we practiced other things we couldn’t do
otherwise. So, we had a lot of big moves and heavy moves.

Now, as I mentioned, I was in the S-3 section. We put on platoon tests that spring for every
platoon in the battalion, and we got to design the tests out of the S—3 section. I could design
it based upon what I had learned being out on command post exercises with the kind of
experiences I had when I had to be “in charge,” the kind of things that came out of my going
out with the 32d Tank and 37th Mech Infantry in combined-arms training, and the things I
learned in Ranger School—that you shouldn’t simulate anything if you can make it realistic.

So, we put together some rather realistic tests in which I operated as the maneuver task force
S-3. We set up a maneuver task force tactical operations center in the field that I operated
from to include a night shift. We would bring the platoon leaders into the operations center to
see me, the infantry task force S-3, and we would give them “eyeball-to-eyeball” the
missions in a playacting mode much as I had received missions as a platoon leader in years
past. We had an S—4 and the materials and the supplies needed, trying to replicate real-life
things as they did their various missions. We tried to never put them in the same place a
second time, and they never had to stop after having tactically put in a bridge and
administratively take out that bridge. They never went admin during the five days. We kept
them always in a training mode, all of which were outgrowths of my Ranger School
experience.

The kinds of things that the 3d Division was doing at that time, I thought, really prompted
our thinking and made for rather good training. For example, in our last day of the Army
training test at Wildflecken, after we’d been doing all of these kinds of various operating
support activities and engineer missions, we were given a mission in the middle of one
defensive scenario to move, say 55 kilometers back to the Main River in the vicinity of
Hanau. This was a tactical march, moving the whole battalion. When we got there, we were
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to conduct a river crossing across the Main River, building bridges in support of the division
(simulated) who was making this crossing.

We pulled our various companies back out of the missions they were doing. Once they’d
finish a mission, we’d put them on the road, and so it was all staggered. It was not a nice
clean move, like moving out of bivouac. I mean, they were all out doing operational
missions. We wrote that order, got the battalion on the move, and we were to meet our bridge
company and other bridge elements from V Corps at the crossing location.

It was complicated—both sending and meeting—as well as thinking and operating on the
move. Running down the road in our armored personnel carrier from Wildflecken, we got the
word by message that so much of our bridges had been destroyed that we must be prepared to
link an M4T6 bridge with a Class 60 bridge. We had never done that before—never had
practiced it. Now, here we were already on the road, halfway to the place we’re going to do
it, we’re meeting the folks who had the Class 60, and we now had the rather interesting task
of determining how to put them together.

Gerry Galloway, later a brigadier general and the dean at West Point, was B Company
commander at that time. With the M4T6 bridge at that time, the E Company provided the
bridge to a line company who did the building. Basically, Gerry was on the ground with B
Company, and we figured out a way of putting it together. Then we were there on the river
bank all morning, conjecturing about whether it was going to work and how we were going
to make it work. Essentially the proceeding was what was in the field manuals, at least later. I
certainly had never read it before that day.

B Company took what M4T6 was not destroyed, built it from the near shore, balk after balk
after balk. Then the Class 60 was assembled at another site on the near shore and you moved
across to the far shore. The joining section was constructed at another site on the near shore,
with M4T6 balk at one end, Class 60 on the other end, and B Company lashed them together
with cables because they didn’t join naturally. Then an AVLB was overlaid over that joint
and lashed in. Then that completed link raft was moved into place, married it up with the
Class 60, and then closed with the M4T6 to make the complete bridge.

So, this was certainly an interesting technical problem, but also an interesting management
problem since we received the mission while on the move and had to figure it out on the
move. I mean, people’s thinking power was put to the test. Folks went to work to accomplish
parts of the mission. Other folks were trying to figure out how we’d make the marriage work.
T'use that as an example of the kinds of challenges and opportunities that were thrown down
to ensure we were thinking, capable, and able to move and accomplish our mission in
armored style.

That’s interesting. You mentioned earlier training, preparing for what you hoped would never
come. In Europe at this time and in the ’57-"60 time frame—you arrived in March of ’57, not
too long after the Hungarian revolution and repression. What was that situation like? The
tensions that were experienced in terms of what might happen.
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There was nothing in my recall concerning the Hungarian affair. I guess that it was all over
by my arrival.

That’s okay.

We were all very cognizant of the fact that we might have to fight, and the Soviet military
mission was always around. We would see them continuously going around checking our
training. So, we were very attuned that we were at the forward edge of freedom, and
operations security and preparations were paramount. We practiced the general defense plan
all the time. We had target folders for all of our targets; we did terrain walks with our
supported maneuver units, as I mentioned before, on the actual terrain. The exercises were all
oriented toward the same kind of mobility and combined-arms action. So, the threat was
something that we all anticipated. We were proud the 3d Armored Division was astride the
Fulda Gap, and that was drummed into us all the time, and we knew we’d be ready.

Another thing that happened during one particular period of tension, there was an alert for the
division to be prepared to move up and move along the Helmsted Corridor to Berlin, a forced
entry. The Russians had threatened to close all access to Berlin. Bridging was required, and I
was detailed as the commander of the bridge unit. I was the executive officer of the bridge
company at that time, and I was going to go as the commander of this bridge element, which
had more than a platoon. We never moved north, but we were within what we thought might
be hours of a mission to move with one of the battalion’s line companies to go along with a
division maneuver element in a show of force to Berlin. So, we were all very cognizant of
our mission at the “frontier of freedom”—always.

Did you have the feeling when you were there in the late *50s that there was more a sense
that war might be imminent than there was when you were back in the *70s? Was the Army
in Germany more finely honed, more on edge in terms of the possibility of war than when
you went back later?

No, I don’t think so. I think that kind of mission cognizance was present throughout the
Army’s whole time in Europe. One of the great things about that is—as a leader you can
point to the Soviet threat as a real raison d’etre for our being there, for our training.

Because USAREUR got the dollars, you could go out and train, and train the mission and use
the general defense plan for the mission training. It gave training a real credibility and reality
that my battalion’s Army training test at another time at Fort Leonard Wood never had.
When I was in the 82d Airborne Division later, the 307 Engineers, Vietnam was current and
provided that same emphasis. We went out to Camp McCall and took an exercise where we
were training the counterinsurgency Vietnam mode kind of thing. There was a raison d’etre
too. Certainly whenever you’re in Germany that realistic threat and mission has always been
a paramount thing to drive your training.

Now, I think there were some years in Germany—at the end of the Vietnam period and
before I arrived in 76, the downtime in Germany—in which there were a lot of problems, a
lot of leadership and discipline problems. With this low ebb of the Army in the early *70s,
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there were a lot of things on our leaders’ minds that drove them to think about other things
too. They probably had difficulty getting the message across. I don’t think the mission
emphasis was ever gone, but they may have had such other problems—discipline, riots, racial
tension, not the least a lack of training funds—that there were other things on the platter.

One of the things, while I was there in the later *70s, that helped us get out of that situation
was, first of all, the new rules on drugs were in effect where you didn’t have to tolerate
drugs; you could throw a person out right away. Then there was the great sense of bonding
with the community that General [George S.] Blanchard, CINCUSAREUR [Commander in
Chief, U.S. Army, Europe] really got into when he was in Europe, that “We are citizens of
the German community, interactive German neighbors.” So, the whole thing of the Army
really coming to grips with our multiracial dimension and working so that blacks and whites
understood and appreciated each other and the defusing of the tensions that had been going
on went on further while I was there.

That then allowed a new commander like Lieutenant General Dave Ott, who came in as VII
Corps commander, to focus on, “Let’s get back to training.” This accelerated as our whole
general defense plan changed then because we moved to the “forward defense concept.” We
were moving forward and changing all general defense plans, which prompted a change in
the thinking of everybody. So, leadership turned to rethinking and pushed other leadership
levels into action. Now we all had to go out and reestablish and walk the new terrain—new
positions, new avenues, new obstacles, and we had to redo new target folders.

Continuing my leap-ahead at that point when I was in the VII Corps, 7th Brigade, I changed
whole support relationships just to charge new thinking by commanders and staffs. Our 9th
Engineer Battalion had always supported the 3d Infantry Division (Mech). I really thought
they were stale. We were doing things the same old ways we had done them for years. We
had something new in the Corps—the 12th Panzer Division, a German unit, would be the
Corps to fight in our sector. I hooked up the 9th Engineer Battalion to support the 12th
Panzers and let the 237th Engineer Battalion take over the support role of the 3d Infantry
Division—not popular with my 9th Engineer Battalion commander, who liked his
relationship with the 3d.

One of the major reasons I did that was because I thought things were stale. I wanted new
thinking. So, when the new battalion commander, Ted Vander Els, arrived, he had a new
challenge to support a Panzer division, which he never had before. That really stirred the
juices of the 9th.

The 237th now had a division to support, the 3d. We broke all the old relationships and had
to establish new ones. This stirred all the creative juices of both the commander of the 10th
Engineer Battalion in the 3d Mech Division and the commander of the 237th because they
had to work out new things. I thought it was all for the good. I took the 78th Engineer
Battalion and had them start working with the 1st Armored Division, whereas before, just the
82d Engineer Battalion supported them and the 2d Armored Cavalry Regiment. Again, Ihad
stirred the creativity of the leadership thinking in the 78th. So, I really was able to use that for
good motivational and training cause. As we moved to forward defense, everything was
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being rethought. Missions changed, as did relationships, and we had everybody doing some
creative thinking, not just hanging with the old.

I don’t know how I got into that.

Comparing the two.

So, I always think that the Warsaw Pact threat has been the paramount thing driving training
and the Army in Europe. I think there have probably been some years where other things
were also high on the platter because they had to be dealt with.

I think we may be at the point to wrap up the 3d Armored Division, unless there are other
things that you can think of about your experiences there that we should talk about.

I’d like to say one more thing about my first assignment. I mentioned it before. USAREUR
was a great place to start. I've always thought, as I mentioned, that starting off as a junior
officer in Furope with a heavy division—where you had the mission, general defense plan,
“Frontier of Freedom,” an orientation away from post, thinking, training, and being able to
fight over a big mass of terrain—was a tremendous beginning. You couldn’t just fall out to
train on post or, say, the far side of Fort Riley, for instance, or even the western side of Fort
Hood, as big as that is. You had to think in terms of real geography and terrain and real
fighting. You had to deal with the problems of a deployed Army, that is, soldiers and families
away from home, and a populace.

With all those ingredients, you also had the cultural aspects of being over there, which were
fun. The whole thinking of the heavy division was something that I think is awfully
important for an engineer officer who has to know that we do our job in combined arms.
Combined arms in the context of the heavy division in Germany is movement, working on
frag orders, being able to be flexible enough to change in midstream, and it’s not a set piece
at all.

So, even later in an airborne division—which is strategic in its rapidity of deployment but
methodical after it hits the ground—my experience was prompted by that same kind of
thinking that we ought to be able to operate by the frag order; we have to be flexible enough
to change; we have to be mobile and act decisively. Then later, when [ went back to Germany
and the VII Corps, 7th Engineer Brigade, those same kinds of things were there.

Being in an armored division at the start meant I really learned combined arms, that our
reason to be is not “engineer” but our reason to be is to ensure that the division’s major
weapons systems, the tank and the Bradley, get to where the mission is. The very key role
that the engineer has—dual-hatted—both leading engineer troops and also providing
engineer counsel and guidance to his commander, is paramount. We put a lot on our engineer
platoon leaders and company commanders but nothing more than what you get in that
experience in Europe.

That ability to think on the move, the ability to understand that you do it that way by
combined arms, really is something you learn best in Europe in an armored division.




Richard S. Kem

Another experience just came to mind that I ought to recount, which really speaks to the
engineer’s role in giving advice and counsel to the maneuver task force commander. I gave
the one example earlier where I was introduced by the task force commander who said,
“Meet my engineer.” Later on, I was out on a field exercise with the 32d Tank Battalion,
again a reinforced task force. A mission had been given to seize an objective. The interesting
part of the objective was that two-thirds of it was on the right side of a river and one-third on
the left side, and this was not a little stream. I mean, we’re talking about, you know, 8 to 10
floats of M4T®6 to cross it.

We moved out to do our recons and then came back in to talk to the battalion task force S-3
and commander so the commander could develop his commander’s concept of the operation.
I was one of the first back, and I went up to the battalion commander and he said, “Hey, now,
that stream, that’s no problem, is it? You can probably get across that in a matter of
minutes.”

I thought, “Oh, my God, where’s he coming from?” I mean, that’s unrealistic in the sense of
here’s the objective and you don’t attempt a bridge crossing in the middle of assaulting your
final objective. So, I suggested to him that, obviously, his force could take the right two-
thirds part of the objective but he needed a force on the other side, much before reaching the
objective, to make that assault.

Because I'd been in the pre-briefs, the options available seemed to show that there were a
few companies from another battalion available on the other side of the river. Probably this
was the teaching point that brigade or division was trying to make. I suggested that he should
request them to be attached to him so they could assault the other side of the river and take
that one-third of the objective. The light bulb came on, they made that request to brigade,
they were given those assets, and they conducted the attack like this lowly lieutenant had
suggested was probably the right answer. He looked like a champ. [Laughter]

So, I think the engineer officer on the battlefield has an opportunity at the earliest point in his
career of anyone to get a perspective of combined arms in fighting the battle. To be
successful, he must do that. I mean, the engineer must be able to see things like the battalion
S-3 that he is supporting because he is contributing to him and he is influencing across the
whole unit. When I would go out on the field exercises, my peer lieutenants of infantry were
sitting in their foxholes waiting for the company commander to come back from his recon
and tell them what their mission was for the next day. I, as an engineer platoon leader, was
out there with those company commanders surveying the terrain, trying to figure out what
was going on so we could make recommendations to the maneuver commander and his S-3
that would contribute to the molding of that commander’s concept for the operation. So, we
were contributing to his paragraph 3(a) “Concept of Operation” of the order. The others were
waiting to be told what they were going to do the next day so they could execute. So, the
engineer lieutenant has a higher level of experience and insight about combined arms than
his peers.

By the same token, you see, that’s another ingredient of E-Force because of that experience.
The problem is that the platoon leader or company commander can’t be planning and also
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supervising execution at the same time. So, the lieutenant in the everyday battle that goes on
just isn’t capable of doing sufficient recon for the next operation while executing something
that may be going on at the same time, such as putting in a minefield, getting prepared for
breaching operations, and the rest of it. You can turn some of that over to the platoon
sergeant, but what we need really is a kind of leadership comparable to what the infantry and
armor have—that is, a captain supporting that task force. So, it would be a captain company
commander doing those recons with the other infantry and armored captain company
commanders while the lieutenants—and the sergeants—are preparing the platoons or off
executing their missions.

So, once again, my experience back then in the 23d Engineer Battalion, as well as broadening
for me, also proved to me that you really can’t get it done in sustained battle day after day
with that engineer organization. There was a void in capability, and we needed to correct it
by putting the same level of leadership planning staff capability in this maneuver element.
Mind what I said before, engineers maneuver like armor and infantry. To do that, we had to
be comparable to the speed of the heavy division battle. So, those lessons were ingredients
that later on became input to E-Force.

Just one other issue about being platoon leader. You were talking about discipline and
morale problems in the *70s. What about during this period of working with troops? Any
lessons you learned there about morale, discipline, working in a foreign country, cultural
problems?

Well, for the young lieutenant, this is his first hands-on leadership experience. It is where you
really find out about yourself and whether you can put it together. How you work that platoon
sergeant and three squad leaders and your 27 people makes you learn a lot about yourself.
You learn what works and what doesn’t work, and whom you can trust and whom you can’t
trust, what you need to check and what you don’t need to check, and you learn about people
and their foibles and the fact they’re humans and they respond to different things.

So, I had a platoon made up of common, ordinary folks. There were some good folks, some
bad folks. They were not the caliber of folks we have today in our all-recruited Army,
without doubt. We had our racial problems back then too. We had the black bars and the
white bars. One of the banes of a lieutenant’s existence in those days was courtesy patrol.
My, did we hate to be on courtesy patrol! The concept was in the 3d Armored Division that if
we had people out getting drunk, getting in a fight, we would find them and bring them home
before the military police brought them home. I think I pulled courtesy patrol every—it
seemed like every fourth or fifth weekend. I was given a jeep and went out with a
noncommissioned officer. Typically I would take a black noncommissioned officer so that
we would go together into either black bars or white bars. We would try to walk around and
be present. When we found somebody who’d already had too much to drink, we would get
him back to his unit—that is, turn him into his unit with no report to the military police—
take care of our own that way.

So, you really did learn about life, people, what motivates people, what turns them on or
turns them off, and yourself in those days. It was a great leadership laboratory, if you will.
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We had folks in those days that the judge said, “Either you go to jail or you join the Army.”
So, how do you get them motivated? And, you know, I was the guy who came out of Ranger
and Airborne Schools, and we did the chants and we did our runs, and that was new and
different for an armored division. Nowadays, this happens all over the Army. It was a real
developing experience.

62d Engineer Battalion (Construction)

Q: You left the 23d Engineer Battalion about November of 1959, I think, right? Then you went
to the 62d Engineer Battalion (Construction) at Fort Leonard Wood. What position did you
go into in the 62d?

A: I went back to being a platoon leader again. That was one of the real problems of the period,
a real morale breaker. You have to be cognizant of such things when you’re doing
reorganization things to force structure like we are today. I went from all the excitement of
being on the frontier of freedom and all the missions in Europe, back to a unit in the
continental United States that was well down the priority curve—short of officers, among
other things. The officer they had deleted was the company exec out of every company. You
were either the company commander or you were a platoon leader.

Now, you need to know, I guess it’s pertinent, how I arrived there because, in fact, I didn’t
want to leave Germany, and I had written the Seventh Army Engineer and asked to extend
my tour and stay. It turns out the commanding general of Fort Leonard Wood of that day,
who was also the commander of the 18th Engineer Brigade, which was located there, had just
complained to his personnel boss. This happened to be the Chief of Engineers at that time
because an engineer personnel officer was in the Office of the Chief. He complained that he
was always getting shortchanged and never got any Regular Army officers. So, they decided
to fix that and thus sent 12 Regular Army lieutenants to Fort Leonard Wood beginning in the
summer of ’59.

I was the 12th to arrive. I needed to be a company commander and I wanted to be a company
commander. I was told, “You can be a company commander in March, but all those positions
are filled for now.” They really were, by all of those other 12 who had arrived. We were all
peers from peer groups ’55, ’56, *57, coming back from many places, most of them from
Germany. So, I begrudgingly became a platoon leader again.

The other interesting point about all of that is, having got his 12 Regular Army lieutenants
the summer of 59, they were all gone by the summer of ’60. So, the longest one there lasted
a year. I was the last to arrive, in November. I was gone by May 1960. Almost all 12 were
selected for civil schooling, and we moved off to go to our civil schools that summer. So, 1
arrived at Leonard Wood, and they told me that they’d give me a company command in
March. One week later my orders came out for civil schooling in June, and they said, “Forget
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it.” So, I spent a cold winter as a platoon leader, building the runway extension on the airfield
at Fort Leonard Wood.

I was going to ask you what sorts of projects the 62d was involved in there.

Well, we had a couple but the airfield was principally mine. We were involved, as was a lot
of the 18th Engineer Brigade, in building the golf course that’s there today.

We had regular training and took an Army training test there, but to do the right thing to
allow aviation at the airfield, they needed to extend the runway 1,000 feet. To extend it, we
either had to put in a big fill on one end or cut off a hillside on the other end. They elected to
cut off the hillside at the end near post. That was my platoon’s job, and we worked on it
through those months in the cold winter of Missouri. I had most of the equipment assets of
the battalion—that is, the dozers, the tractor-scrapers.

In addition, because we had quite a hillside to cut away, I was given, on detail, the assets of
the tractor-scraper school. That is, they’d come out and use that hillside as their practical
experience. So, there were many days when my platoon sergeant and I would be out there
with 20 to 25 tractor-scrapers roaring about. We were not only trying to guide them, we were
trying to stay out of their way. There were always, of course, four or five that were changing
tires. These were not trained troops; these were troops having their first experience on a

tractor-scraper.

To finish that experience—we did all the grade work, took the hill down and then did the
shaping necessary with base course so that it could then be paved. Then a contractor paved it.

So, the Army engineer enlisted training was done at Fort Leonard Wood at that time, was it,
or a lot of it?

Well, yes, a lot of it. Maybe all of it.
Equipment operation?

I just don’t really know. I know that the tractor-scraper school was there, but I was on the
troop side so I knew very little about what else went on at the installation. We had four or
five battalions at Fort Leonard Wood at that time. The 18th Brigade was a very substantial

brigade-level headquarters.

You referred to this earlier. Do you want to expand on the comparison you were making
between the 23d in Germany and the 62d at Fort Leonard Wood—perhaps a bit of an unfair
comparison, but it’s interesting in terms of at least what’s going to come later with Vietnam.

It is a point of one unit, the 23d, which has a really cohesive mission and a high priority
versus a unit, the 62d, which did not have a focused mission that prompted much get up and
go and enthusiasm and also suffered from a low priority. I just mentioned the number of
officers as an example, but it also was reflected in the kind of equipment we had. The Army
has its priority list now. It was the same priority thing then.
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It was really a comedown for me to have participated in realistic Army training tests in
Europe over many miles, exemplified by the example of the challenge of planning a bridge
operation on the go, figuring out how you were going to fix the bridge before it went in,
compared to taking Army training tests at Fort Leonard Wood, a very small installation
where we couldn’t roam very far and where we did not even have Army maps. We took that
Army training test on Texaco maps because the regular ones weren’t available. We were
short so much and the standards of training were just so far lower than in Europe that it was a
substantial change. It just made me think that we should never let a unit of the Army get into
this kind of a situation if we can affect it.

Now, you started out, I think, indicating that we should keep these things in mind with what
we’re doing with the force structure today. Right? The effect on morale when we’re
changing, we ought to keep that in mind with what we’re doing now with reducing the
military. I wonder if you could comment on that.

Yes, what I meant by that was, as we start making decisions on the build-down of the Army,
we’re planning to take out 35,000 annually. We’ve decided that’s the ramp we could do
considering the impact on the Army with all the personnel policies that will impinge on
promotions, selections, and job satisfaction. We need to make sure we don’t do something
like, say, eliminating the company exec, because there’s a building block that says after
you’ve been a platoon leader so long, you should be given another development opportunity.
I felt very little satisfaction, having been a platoon leader, having been a company exec,
having been an assistant S-3, then going back and driving a platoon after three years of
service. So, what I meant was, let’s don’t set up some scheme that fits the bean-counter
notions but that really adversely impacts on a person’s self-esteem, job satisfaction, and
development. That’s what I was referring to.

University of Illinois

Q:

You indicated that all of your peers were getting ready to go back for civil schooling at that
time, so you must have been doing some thinking during this period about where you’d like
to go, what you’d like to do. How did you arrive at those decisions?

Well, in those days we received a form from Engineer Branch that said that I was selected for
civil school, pick where I wanted to go. I submitted my desires by university choice and by
discipline choice, and then the powers that be decided who was going where. Then I was told
in December of ’59 that I was going to go to the University of Illinois to study civil
engineering with a physics minor for 20 months. So, that’s the way it came back to me. I'd
indicated Illinois as a choice and I'd indicated civil engineering. I don’t recall if I'd indicated
physics as a minor or some other program as a choice, but it was a one, two, three kind of
choice indication.
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Most of your peers went to civil schooling during that period?

By most, I mean the number of engineer lieutenants that were going to stay on. I don’t know
what percentage it was. I think most of the Regular Army lieutenants who were going to stay
on active duty that I had associated with went to civil school. The ones I knew seemed to. A
lot of people got out after three years, four years too. You’d have to go back and look the
numbers up to be accurate.

I guess what I'm really getting at is that was more common then than it would become later
on?

I don’t know. They still sent a sizable number to school. There may have only been 35 or 40
then. I don’t really know.

Okay. For those people thinking about staying in, this was a step up their career ladder.

Yes, a significant and desired opportunity.
How many fellow engineer officers were with you during the time at Illinois?

I don’t know; we had quite a number. We had a number of Army officers there, to begin
with. They weren’t all engineers. For instance, General Lou Wagner, armor officer then a
captain, later commander of AMC [Army Materiel Command], was there taking statics and
that sort of thing because he was going back to teach in the department of mechanics at West
Point. So, I think, as I recall, we had about 25 Army officers, of which the greater number
were engineers. But that could be wrong too. There were quite a number.

Was that a good experience for you? An interesting experience, going back to school, going
back to graduate school?

Yes, I was ready to go back to school and it was a good experience. I very much did not want
to go straight out of the Military Academy. Later on, they had a program whereby you could
go direct, if you stood in the upper 5 percent of the class. I highly disagreed with that,
thinking you should go out and be grounded in the field before going back to graduate
school. I had done that and now it was time—I was in a good mental attitude to study and do
academic work. I was married just a week before I reported there, so my wife, Ann, and I
spent our first tour together at the University of Illinois. We had a lot of friends there that
stayed friends for the rest of our careers.

How did you meet your wife?

Well, back in the 23d Engineers, I was the date arranged for “Cousin Ann” when she came
over to visit her cousin, Paula Campbell, and Lieutenant Jack Campbell who was a fellow
lieutenant in the battalion. There were very few bachelors in the 23d Engineers, just three or
four. Through this period, as I mentioned, there was not a great turnover, and so I'd become
very friendly with the Campbells, and at all the battalion functions I would dance with Paula
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Campbell. So, evidently she liked me enough and she fixed me up with Cousin Ann when
she came over.

Where’s your wife from originally?
From Waukegan, Illinois.
Illinois?

Paula Campbell was from Spring Valley and their mothers were sisters, spent a lot of time
together during their youth.

So, they had married student housing at the University of Illinois?

No. We bought our first house. We thought it was grossiy expensive at, I think it was $9,000.
A car costs more than that now. In fact, we were so worried about the price that we got a
guaranteed buy-back so we could sell it back to the builder-developer when we left two years
later.

Wouldn’t be stuck with that heavy financial burden?
I wouldn’t be stuck with that burden.

Any other things about that almost—well, a little over a year and a half that you were at civil
school?

No, it was a nice change from the rigors of troops, but it was also very rigorous. At that time
we were accepted for full graduate work out of the Military Academy except for two courses
taken the first summer, two undergraduate courses. One of those was in concrete and the
other one, I believe, was in advanced calculus.

Other than that, we went straight into graduate work, and it was very rigorous and, in fact,
really wasn’t prepared for it. The military officers there, the engineer officers, knew how to
approach the task, but in fact our background at West Point at the time was not strong in civil
engineering, and that’s what I was taking. So, most of our civil colleagues were well ahead of
us, some of them in industry architect/engineer firms, towns, communities, and were well
ahead of us at the start. However, by the end of the period we Army engineers were making
grades as good as or even beyond them, primarily because of our work habits and motivation
and ability to go in and do the homework to catch up. At the start it was very difficult.

You did a thesis?
No. They no longer required a thesis.
Okay.

I should say one other thing, and that was I dropped out of the physics minor while I was
there. That also was most difficult, and it was well beyond any preparation I had. The other
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person who had signed up for the physics minor, then Lieutenant William “Herc” Carrol, also
dropped the physics minor. He later got a Ph.D. in civil engineering and went back to be a
deputy head of a department at West Point.

The two of us were sitting there one day at the start of a physics class when we looked
around. It was a very small class but in a large teaching auditorium. I guess there must have
been about 25 people there, and about half of them had Westinghouse notebooks and the
other half had General Electric notebooks. Then there was Herc Carrol and me. The
instructor came in and started writing formulas. He wrote them all the way around the room,
all long physics formulas. Then he looked and pointed up at this thing hanging over our head
on the wall, like at the Aerospace Museum here in Washington. It was the first betatron. He

said, “Well, of course, I invented that.”

After he started writing formulas all around the room, both Herc and I felt that we were in a
league that we weren’t prepared for, nor were we really interested in being in that league,
being rather pragmatically oriented toward Army engineering that we had known in the field.
So, we each at separate points, but within the month, marched down to see our faculty
adviser, Dr. Nathan Newmark, and asked him if we couldn’t drop the physics minor.

So, I stayed on and got extra civil courses. Herc Carrol received approval to stay on and get
his Ph.D.

Do you think that physics minor might have come from the postwar engineer work in atomic
weapons?

I think so. I think it had to do with nuclear effects.

That’s what they were thinking about?

That was the reason they established that as a discipline.

You didn’t sound earlier like you thought you had picked that as your minor.

I don’t remember picking it, no. The people going there for civil masters were going for a
year. I was going for 20 months—that is, two summers, two fall semesters, and a single
spring semester for the physics minor. Because I didn’t take that course until the first spring
semester—I’d already finished the summer and the fall—and then dropped the physics
minor, then we were able to ask to stay on. I really needed to stay on to finish the rest of the
work because of what I’d been taking. So, I added other civil courses like hydrology, which
was a help later when I got into the water resources business, and further geotech courses.

Illinois had some real heavyweights on their staff. Newmark was famous for dynamic
structures and earthquake loading. He was my faculty adviser. Interestingly, at that time the
Army told him, “Look, we’re sending you a lot of engineer officers every year to Illinois,
more than any other university, but you’re not giving them any of your own personal class
time. We’d like them to have some association with you.” I took the structure course that he
invented in summer school, in the summer of *61, and he taught it so he could catch up with
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his credit with the Army. That was certainly a mixed blessing for me. First of all, there was
the expedited nature of summer school, but second, we had an instructor who certainly knew
his subject but was not interested in the basics. He was interested on the margins of where it
worked and didn’t work exactly according to his theory. So, we once again were jumped
ahead beyond a basic foundation start into the midst of his interests.

[Richard S.] Englebrecht was there on the sanitary engineering side of the house, as were
Ven Te Chow in hydrology; Dr. Ralph Peck, one of the greats in soil mechanics; and Don
Deere in geology. One of the really interesting courses I took was with Peck and Deere,
sharing case studies of things that worked and things that didn’t work, where they had been
called in as professors at Illinois to be consultants. Peck at this time was such a giant in his
field that he only took jobs that interested him, that were a new challenge to him, something
that intrigued him and piqued his interest. It was really interesting, interacting with those
folks in those case studies.

Another new thing that happened that time—we had this huge box in a room that we went in
to see one day, and it was called a computer. I mean, it was room-sized. Illinois had one of
the first, supposedly, of these computers. So, I took a computer course with Steve Fenves,
who later was big in that business at the University of Pittsburgh, in the department of
engineering applications in automation. Ours was basically a programming course at that
time, and we learned to program and operate the computers and run engineering solutions.
Fenves was an assistant professor of engineering.

I ran into another assistant professor when I got into the construction management arena.
First of all, I took an operations research/systems analysis course, a decision-making kind of
approach. Then I took an elective with another professor by the name of Dick Schafer, who,
of course, later was instrumental as the University of Illinois tied together its proposal to the
Corps that became the Construction Engineering Research Laboratory. He then became the
tech director of the laboratory. So, Dick Schafer and I can get together all the time and tell
war stories about my captain days and his assistant professor days at Illinois.

When were you promoted to captain?
It was in July of *61, while I was at the University of Illinois.

To go back, I don’t know exactly how to phrase this question, and I don’t want to phrase it
negatively, but you were talking about your West Point preparation. I can’t think of any way
to phrase it but negatively. Would you fault West Point for not having prepared you better in
engineering, or that’s not really the purpose of West Point?

No, it wasn’t the purpose of West Point, and that was why—I guess it was recognition by the
Army or the university that they were putting me into a course of study for which I really
didn’t have all the concrete, all the structures, all the soils that they thought I had. In other
words, I was being credited with a full undergraduate civil engineering background, and I
certainly didn’t have that.
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So, they recognized that in terms of the concrete, and I had to take an undergraduate concrete
design course before I could move ahead. It was not recognized in other subjects. Certainly, I
was heavily into soils, and when I hit Dr. Roy Olson’s soils class and we were into clays and
all the properties of clays and the basics, I had had little—a few days of soils at the Military
Academy, a little bit at the Engineer School—but certainly was not prepared for the kind of
things he had us into immediately.

I remember his derisive remarks that he had all these military folks who didn’t know what
they were talking about coming into his class, and he also had one of his students who had
worked 12 years in subways in Canada or somewhere who really knew clays. On the first
exam, all of us in the military went deficient—got “F”s. This guy was a shining light with his
“A.”

By the end of the semester most of us in the military had passed that guy in overall grades.
We did not start up where the rest of them started. So, I don’t fault the Military Academy on
that because that wasn’t the reason for the Military Academy. We all knew what we took
when we were there. Now, the Military Academy has changed. They now have majors. You
can now major in civil engineering, and I would suppose that today’s graduate is better
prepared in the kind of terms that I described than I was then.

I suppose a part of it is the West Point legacy as beginning and being so heavily engineering
for so long, and that reputation persists even after the curriculum may have changed.

Yes, I’'m not sure the curriculum ever changed. I think what happened was that West Point
was established as the first engineering school in the United States and then most of the other
early engineer schools spun off of West Point and a lot of the instructors at them were West
Point graduates. Then we settled the West, and Army engineers did all those things.
Engineering at that point was rudimentary compared to what it was years later, certainly by
the time I went to University of Illinois. So, engineers back then were across the board in
disciplines.

Now we have one discipline oriented toward sanitary, another one toward structures, another
one toward highways, another one toward soils. I mean, the subdivisions were all there and
you really couldn’t, nor did I at Illinois, concentrate in particular subdivisions. So, I think the
whole development of civil engineering and engineering across the board has developed so
extensively that it just encompassed a bigger environment.

So, you finished your degree work, I think you mentioned the other day, in February 1962?

February ’62.
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Engineer Advisor in South Vietnam

Q:
A:

Your next assignment was in Vietnam. How did you get that assignment?

Well, that’s another story. You can lay it on General Maxwell Taylor. Vietnam was just
starting to get into the news, and in the late part of 1961 President John F. Kennedy sent
General Taylor to Vietnam on a fact-finding tour. He came back and made a recommendation
that we needed to have more advisers there at a lower level with the Vietnamese Army.

As I put it together in reading some other stories, his recommendation included that we
should send some engineers over there to do development in the country. Certainly, when I
was given my alert, which I suppose was in the fall of *61, it was to be part of forty engineer
officers who were going over there supposedly with the mission of harnessing the Mekong
River. I don’t think anybody was going to harness the Mekong River, but it may have been a
good cover story. Certainly that’s not what I did when I arrived.

Another point was Vietnam didn’t have any kind of stature like it later had, and I knew darn
well I didn’t want to go over and be an engineer doing design work on something to harness
the Mekong River. I knew I needed to get back to troops and command an engineer company.
So, I wrote to Engineer Branch and said, “I really want to go to Korea instead”—because I
knew I was due a hardship tour and I thought the best thing to do was go to Korea and get
that company. So, I wrote and said, “Look, I'm not fighting going to a hardship tour, Iknow I
need to do that, but you don’t have companies in Vietnam. Send me to Korea.”

So, Engineer Branch wrote back and said, “No, it’s essential. You’ve been selected, one of
these key people to fill General Taylor’s requirement, really help the nation of Vietnam and
the Mekong.” So, in March 1962, I went to Vietnam. I arrived in Saigon and was assigned as
a battalion-level adviser to the 41st—Ilater redesignated the 201st—ARVN [Army of the
Republic of Vietnam] Engineer Battalion, with duty station Pleiku. So, we flew into Saigon. I
had a room in the Hotel Majestic right near the waterfront. I checked in at the desk at the
hotel and shared a room with Ted Bishop, who had come over with me, plus a Marine who
was already there. He’d go out and patrol during the day and come back and stick his carbine
up against the corner of the hotel room overnight, then go out the next morning to do
something else.

In March of *62—this was very early, you have to understand, in the war effort—we would
go up to the top of the Brink Hotel to the cocktail lounge, and we would sit there having a gin
and tonic and watch the artillery fire on the horizon.

A couple of days later our orders came through. Everyone said, “Stay away from II Corps
because the senior adviser to II Corps is Colonel Wilbur ‘Coalbin Willy” Wilson.” There
were four engineers in the group as the orders were announced. One of them was to stay in
Saigon, the next one was announced to go to Il Corps, the next one was announced to goto 1
Corps, and I had a feeling that when I got mine it would be to I Corps. We were being dealt
with individually. Captain Ted Bishop had come over with me and he stayed down in III
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Corps. Mine was II Corps, and so the next day I flew north on a Vietnamese Air Force
aircraft to Pleiku to be assigned to “Coalbin Willy” Wilson.

So, it was a very interesting time. That C—47 landed on the airstrip at Pleiku, which later was
to become Camp Holloway, where the Americans came in full force a couple of years later. I
remember well the landing. First of all, the airplane had all kinds of pigs and chickens and
everything else on it. We landed, and there’s a big whirr as we rolled over the pierced steel
planking and you could see the ends of the planks flipping up outside the aircraft. We moved
down to the end of the runway, the plane did a quick spin around, and we noticed a little
wood hut off the corner of the runway.

So, I got off, one other soldier got off, and we started walking toward the hut. There was no
sign of any activity and nobody came out to meet the plane. We heard the engines rev and the
plane took off behind us. Then there were only the two of us. We walked in the hut, and it
was absolutely empty, no people, except for one little stool on which was an Army field

telephone.

Now, we were outside the town of Pleiku—Pleiku is a very small town. It must have had a
couple of thousand people, oh, 200 or 300 little shacks at a crossroads in the red laterite soil.
We couldn’t even see it. We were on top of a plateau. There was nothing within vision above
the horizon except that hut we were in.

We had no weapons. We began to wonder what was going on here. So, we rang the
telephone, and rang it, and we must have rung that telephone for four or five minutes before
an American voice answered at the other end. We identified ourselves as Americans who had
just landed at an airfield that we thought was Pleiku and said, “We’re here.” He said, “That’s
fine; we’ll pick you up in about 25 minutes” because that’s how long it took to drive from the
then MAAG [Military Assistance Advisory Group], later MACV [Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam], compound to pick us up. So, we hopped in his jeep and roared off to
our new home, MAAG, Pleiku with the I Corps headquarters.

You’ve referred to this, but did you have any orientation or training before you left the States
or when you first arrived?

No, absolutely none. They had some kind of a course people went to at Bragg, which gave an
orientation to the area. Engineers were among the first to go over. I think when Taylor had
come back it was easier to say, “Let’s send forty engineers.” That gave a cover for why we
were being alerted. We had no orientations, no language training, and didn’t come by
Washington, Belvoir, or anywhere.

From Illinois to the—

Flew from Hlinois to San Francisco, where we incidentally had a second honeymoon along
with Ted Bishop and his wife. Ted had been at the University of Illinois with me, and they
were friends. Then the wives flew home and we went to Travis Air Force Base, checked in,

got on the plane, and deployed.
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When I arrived at Pleiku, there had been an advisory detachment at the Il Corps headquarters
for some time. I don’t know how long that time was, but it’d been staffed at about twelve
people. There was a small horseshoe-shaped compound of eighteen rooms, motel-like. It had
no security fence on the outside of it. It was a nice little area. Colonel “Coalbin Willy”
Wilson occupied two of those rooms as commander.

There were mostly colonels, lieutenant colonels, and majors. I was the eighteenth person to
arrive. When I left a year later, there were 600 Americans in Pleiku, so that’s how early it
was in the build-up. When I left, it was still advisory; we didn’t have units. We had some
aviation detachments but not combat units. We had basically two fixed-wing aircraft, Otters,
to service the entire I Corps tactical zone, which was the central highlands. One of them was
a command aircraft for Colonel Wilson; the other was used to fly shuttle from one major
MAAG installation to another. We had the major cities of Pleiku, Qui Nhon, Nha Trang, Ban
Me Thuot and Kon Tum in our sector. That sort of framed the Corps area.

There were how many engineers out of that original eighteen?

Well, I don’t know how many of the original twelve, but in the eighteen there were three
engineers. There were two majors; one of them was promotable. He was the Corps engineer.
The other major was acting as the deputy Corps engineer and was the engineer group adviser.
The group consisted of three engineer battalions and a light equipment company, maybe a
bridge company. I was the first of the battalion advisers to arrive. So, previously, that 2d
Engineer Group adviser had been the adviser for everything in the group. At the point of my
arrival was the beginning of pushing American advisers down to the battalion level in the
Army, and so I was one of the first of those.

Do you remember who the major was or the major P?
The major was Sadayo Nagata.

Okay.

The major P’s name was [John A., Jr.] Hughes.

This is a really interesting period. What did you do on the day-to-day level? What were your
activities like, being an adviser at the battalion level? How did it work?

Well, I think I need to get into that by getting me into the job because everything we did was
freewheeling. I mean, we really created and did what we thought was right without really
being told. It was an interesting time. There was not a lot of guidance. There was also a
feeling that we Americans were going to make it happen. Without doubt we understood that
“Coalbin Willy” Wilson wanted things to happen. He also did not like engineers or signal
officers.

When I had my first interview with him, the Corps éngineer, Major (P) Hughes, took me in
and Wilson said, “Welcome,” rather gruffly, and “Glad you’re here.” We just chatted, a very
short, terse meeting. We walked back out and my boss was ecstatic because I was the first
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engineer that Colonel Wilson hadn’t just thrown out of the office. He thought engineers
might finally be making some headway.

There was real pressure on engineers everywhere at that time. We were really there as
advisers, but because you were an engineer you were expected to make everything run in the
facility compound. So, Major Hughes, the senior Corps engineer, never went out and
advised. He was trying to keep the generators running, and when the generator would cut off
in the middle of the movie, I mean that poor guy was under the gun.

When they decided to expand the
compound, he was supposed to design it and
then contract out for it and make it happen.
There were no divisions, districts, or
command; I mean, there was nothing. So, it
befell to the engineer on the spot in every
MAAG detachment to do all those things.

So, with the advent of the battalion adviser,
his point was, “Best to get out into the field.
You’re going to be doing the advice out
there on the ground. I'll check with you
periodically. Come back in and see me; 'll gf «4 :
try to keep the compound generators gZ&k, ol A8 %Y,
operating.” Captain Kem was an advisor with the
201st Engineer Battalion of the Army
of the Republic of Vietnam in 1962.

On the second day after I arrived I went out
on an operation. Major Nagata said he’d
take me over to meet my battalion
counterpart, and it turned out to be one of the more exciting days in my year there. We drove
down Route 19 from Pleiku to An Khe through the Mang Yang Pass. You have to know from
reading, as we all did back in those days, Street Without Joy by Bernard Fall that it was
between An Khe and the Mang Yang Pass that the French Mobile Group 100 had been
ambushed and decimated by the Viet Minh. So, we were driving that route, and there were
still a couple of tank hulks off to the side of the road from Mobile Group 100’s demise.

We drove up to the An Khe airfield, and there were several H-21 helicopters, which was the
other aviation asset we had in the Corps, one company of H-21s. They were ready to lift off
because there was an operation ongoing, and there was to be an infantry sweep north of An
Khe. My battalion, the 41st Engineers, had two missions. One was to rehabilitate and expand
and improve the old French airfield at An Khe. Second, to build a road north from there to a
town called Kannack. I don’t recall exactly, but I think it’s probably about 40 kilometers

north of An Khe.

The infantry sweep was a sweep up into this area, and my battalion sent a survey party along
to survey the road that we were going to be building over the next several months. Both of

those projects figured heavily into my daily activities over the next year.
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road north from An Khe to Kannack.

We took off in the helicopters. Later we came into a hot landing zone. A firefight was just
finishing. There were a lot of bodies on the ground, a lot of smoke in the air, and a lot of
jabbering in Vietnamese. A bunch of folks hopped out. I was aboard with my Vietnamese
battalion commander, Captain Le Viet Tri, that I met just before we took off. He didn’t take
to flying, had been sick at his stomach the entire flight, and we hadn’t communicated. As I
found out later, we wouldn’t have anyway because he didn’t speak any English and I didn’t
speak any Vietnamese. We later got along on my broken French—after my finishing 100 out
of 101 at the Military Academy in French.

Then we started flying back, and I thought, “Routine, mission over.” Then we started circling
in the air and the other helicopter flew down and entered another landing zone. We kept
circling and circling, and then our pilot was looking back to us and hollering at me—I mean,
this is an American pilot. With all the noise and everything else, and two or three bodies
they’d thrown on the floor of the H-21 to take back from the landing zone, we really weren’t
communicating.

Meanwhile, the other helicopter had lifted off and we flew back to the airfield. Our pilot
jumped out of the helicopter and ran to the other helicopter. There began a huge argument
between some Vietnamese officers and the Americans. Well, it turned out my pilot had been
the commander of the unit, so the other helicopter was his. Piecing it together when it was all
over with, there had been a grand misunderstanding. My Vietnamese battalion, that I just met
that morning, had sent about seven people aboard the two helicopters, five in the other
helicopter and way too many for what was needed. They were basically going up to resupply
their survey team and maybe get some papers back and deliver some supplies. The American
pilots thought they were delivering the officers to join the survey party in the field.

When they settled down into this landing zone, there was a Vietcong prisoner who was
wounded and they wanted to extricate him. When they put him aboard, it overloaded the
aircraft and they couldn’t take off. As long as the Vietnamese got off that was fine, but these
Vietnamese weren’t getting out. So, there followed a standoff in that helicopter in which the
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pilot came back and pulled out his pistol and said, “Off you go,” after which a Vietnamese
picked up his Thompson submachine gun and said, “No, we won’t.”

So, all of this was taking place in the other helicopter on the ground while we’re up circling
around. This was a very antagonistic affair, and the aviation people thought we advisers were
at fault because we hadn’t properly advised them. Of course, I had started that morning by
meeting them outside the helicopter about 10 minutes before take-off. Anyway, this was my
baptism to being an adviser.

We then drove back to Pleiku. Next day, I drove back to An Khe, right down that same Route
19. It was obvious I couldn’t go to work that way. I mean, I'm driving this route where
Mobile Group 100 had been decimated and there’s jungle close to the roads and it’s not safe.
They were sending squads to pick me up at the Mang Yang Pass and secure me on the way
back, but it was pretty obvious to me that to do my duty I had to move out with the
Vietnamese.

And, again, there was nothing said, there was no plan. It was just obvious to me that that was
where I needed to be to accomplish the mission. There were no tents; there really wasn’t field
gear. As a matter of fact, as one of the most junior members of the compound the only thing
they could arm me with was an M—1 carbine—didn’t even have M-2s. Colonels and majors
at headquarters kept those. Nor was there a way of getting food. There weren’t C-rations.
They bought food in large cans to use in the mess hall, purchased off the shelf. So, I moved
to An Khe and moved in with my battalion commander counterpart in his mud hut with a
thatched roof. It was sitting on a hilltop where there’d been an old culvert factory. He had
two companies there, B and C Companies, and their perimeter was around this culvert
factory. His troops had built him this mud hut with saplings for re-bar and so forth. So, I
lived with him for several months.

You asked what my daily activities were. At this time my daily activities really followed his.
We got up in the morning and had breakfast. I was bringing my food from Pleiku but I had
no refrigeration. So, I'd have to open the can of peas and eat those, say, for breakfast. Then
I’d open the can of meat and have that for lunch, and then the can of peaches for dinner that
night. I wouldn’t have three balanced meals.

So, the day would start with breakfast and then we’d go out and visit all the projects. One
company had the airfield. Lieutenant Can commanded that company, and we’d go over and
check construction and follow up earthwork on the airfield. The other company—I don’t
remember the commander’s name of that one—was working on the road north, and they were
clearing and grubbing, moving north. So, we’d go over and check on that. Then Captain Tri
would say, “It’s time for lunch,” and maybe I'd have that can of meat or maybe he’d stop
down at An Khe and we’d go into a restaurant down there, four or five tables, and have a
small beefsteak and big orange drink with all the beads at the door trying to keep the flies

out.
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Cantonment of Headquarters and B and C Companies of the
201st Engineer Battalion, Army of the Republic of Vietnam.
Captain Kem lived in a mud hut with a thatched roof with
Battalion Commander, Captain Tri.

Typically after that it was siesta time for the Vietnamese. I didn’t want a siesta so I'd try to
read a pocket book or do something, but usually there was nothing to do because they all
stopped. So, after a couple of hours of siesta, Captain Tri, the battalion commander, would
get up. He really was a pretty nice guy, but perennially he’d have a headache after a midday
nap. It’s pretty warm there—we’re talking 90, 95 degrees with fairly high humidity during
the hot season. He’d really take a long time recovering from that nap, and he’d decide
probably the best thing to do would be to go down to bathe or take a swim, so we’d go down
to the river, the Song Ba, which ran through An Khe, and we’d jump in there with the liver
flukes and all and have our afternoon bath. Meanwhile, on down the stream 100, 150 meters
would be the women of the town beating their laundry out on the rocks at the side of the
stream.

Then in the evening we’d have either a meal in our mud hut or we’d run back down to the
little restaurant downtown. We had no lights, so come nightfall we went to bed. Then we
would hear the rats running in the thatched roof or running on the false ceiling under the
thatched roof throughout the evening.

That was a time where you made your own work. As you started out you found that you
couldn’t dictate to them. So, you started then figuring out the way that you could recommend
and suggest things and then make it their idea so that they would want to accomplish it.
You’d try to work a productivity kind of thing, “Well, now, guys, I guess, you know, by the
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end of the week we ought to be able to get so far, get this done.” Well, when the week went
by and about half of it was done, it wasn’t something like, “Come on, tell me why you didn’t
do it.” I might suggest to Tri, “Lieutenant Can really didn’t progress very well this week.” I
would get that, “Well, you know, that’s the way it is. He did his best,” or something like that.
Id suggest, “Well, maybe you could tell him go do this, go do that.”

Meanwhile, once or twice a week I'd go back into the MAAG headquarters, and the
questions would be, “How much did you accomplish this week?” After a few weeks of this,
this was really getting tough for me to live with because it just wasn’t ever enough. You can’t
be on the Vietnamese’ backs every minute, every day, doing things. You needed some space
for the Vietnamese to accomplish something without looking over their shoulder, although
they did things best when you were looking over their shoulder. Nevertheless, you needed
some back-away time, and I had none because I was always with them. About that time came
the big push on reducing the deadline rate.

We had a deadline rate, which must have been on the order of 45 percent of our equipment. I
mean, it was terrible. The battalion had just finished a project down near Dalat. It was the
Camly Airfield, and a lot of the equipment on the deadline list was down in the city of Nha
Trang and some still at Camly—at Nha Trang because that was the maintenance depot, and
they’d never been brought forward. I mean, I'm talking about 12 to 14 items of the battalion.
So, I started trying to figure out what I could do about reducing the equipment deadline. I
began to move, then, around the Corps’ e g TR
tactical area to find the problem, and I
talked to my boss, Major Nagata, to try
to attack the problem.

The battalion headquarters company,
the battalion’s rear of the 41st Engineer
Battalion, was in Ban Me Thuot, and
they had their other line company there
also. Then the equipment, a lot of it was
still strung out in the maintenance
chain. So, I started going to Ban Me
Thuot, first with Captain Tri and later
I’d just go alone, then on to Nha Trang,
trying to get stuff out. We probably
reduced the deadline rate by getting
stuff turned in and off the books down
to maybe 15, 16 percent by the time 1
left.

The other thing I was doing, though,

was standing over the battalion * LA

maintenance sergeant as he typed up Captain Kem as an Engineer advisor
requisitions. That seemed to be the only talking with a local inhabitant near
way—and then we’d almost have to Pleiku in South Vietnam in April 1962.
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hand-carry them through the system to make sure the interaction between the Vietnamese
system and the American system would deliver a part.

The next major event was rather interesting. We started—"Coalbin Willy” Wilson’s
concept—a clear and hold operation. We would move into an area, first clear and then put in
a security structure and a civil affairs structure to hold it. Like an oil blot, you know, start the
blot and then as it moves outward you bring under control more and more of the population.
So, he started a clear and hold operation in Phu Yen Province, a coastal province with the
province seat being Tuy Hoa. They needed engineers. So, the 41st Engineer Battalion sent its
third line company, the one that’d been in Ban Me Thuot, to Tuy Hoa. Then they wanted an
engineer adviser almost permanently in Tuy Hoa. As this was my battalion, that was me. So,
I flew to Tuy Hoa and joined the advisory team there of eleven to twelve folks, which began
and operated this clear and hold operation.

That was a really interesting experience. We moved into Phu Yen, into Tuy Hoa, and lived
on the beach, oh, three or four kilometers from the main part of downtown Tuy Hoa. We had
a compound there near an old French masonry building. We put a couple of tents outside and
tent frames and that was our compound. When we first went there, the Vietcong were in the
town at night and the town was dark. With the arrival of the 42d Infantry Regiment to be the
operational entity, and then my engineer company from the 41st, the town opened up and the
lights came on at night. The Vietcong weren’t there and it was friendly again.

Then we moved out from Tuy Hoa to the various other villages. My infantry battalion
adviser, compatriots, were taking these sweeps out and going into the various villages with
the loudspeakers and interacting with the locals. We were trying to open up the roads and
access and fix bridges and do that kind of work with the engineer company. So, it was a very
interesting kind of operation. It had some real challenges. How to fix a bridge? I mean, I got
out my old engineering handbook from West Point and tried to figure out how many rails out
of a railroad you would use to be stringers for a bridge. You look at a cross section of a rail
and you don’t get much. It’s not much of an I-beam—takes an awful lot of them.

Then we could build a bridge for a jeep or maybe a small truck, and so we’d find a lot of bent
rails where the tracks had been blown and we’d cut sections. I'd also go down to Nha Trang
and scrounge the welding rod so my battalion could use it to cut the rails. You can see the
kind of push the American adviser was giving. I mean, I was figuring out what needed to be
done—that bridge needs to be fixed; figuring out how many rails we’d need; giving them the
design; scrounging the welding rods; and then matching their welder with the steel with the
rest to get the job done. This was going on in all branches and MAAG detachments. I mean,
everybody was ad-libbing, creating and putting these kinds of things together.

So, now my activities had changed, you see. You started asking about activities. At one point
my activities were, on a daily basis, awfully boring day in and day out. Now, my
opportunities changed so I would fly from Tuy Hoa back to An Khe, spend a day or day and a
half there checking up on the airfield and the road, then I'd fly down to Ban Me Thuot at the
battalion’s rear, figure out where they were with all their records and maintenance at the
headquarters, then I'd fly to Nha Trang, go into the maintenance depot or the supply depot
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and try to facilitate the moving of supplies or maintenance, then I’d fly back to Tuy Hoa. I
was spending most of the time in Tuy Hoa because it was more operational there.

I would make that round robin at least once a week, maybe twice, always trying to hitch a
ride on the Corps’ shuttle of the Otter, or maybe with the H-21 helicopters when they would
be flying. So, I was always hitching my own ride to make all that happen, even though I did
have a jeep and a Montagnard driver that were either at An Khe or Pleiku. He didn’t speak
English or Vietnamese or French. We spoke with sign language. It was difficult to tell him I
had to be back here at eight o’clock Monday in sign language. So, I was expected to work out
the schedule, the activities to do them, and to report periodically to the major or colonel—but
do it. Without doubt, within the American advisory chain there was a feeling of chain of
command and “make it happen.”

That was your responsibility, then, to get things moving.

When things didn’t happen, then they were highly critical. So, it was a very interesting time.
Every night I’d go back into that compound, and it was growing now in size, maybe it was up
to 40. One of my roommates back there at that time was Robert Shaplen, who was writing a
lot of articles for the New Yorker. We kept getting bigger, but for a captain, the headquarters
was not the place to be. Once I got back there then maybe the generator failed, and they’d
look to me as the engineer present. So, you were really better off out in the field—that was
pretty apparent. You had to do your mission in the field. So, I came back to Pleiku less and
less.

So, most of your time was with Vietnamese engineers, not very much time with even
American advisers, other American advisers.

That’s true. Well, in Tuy Hoa, of course, I was with other American advisers, so we were in
that advisory compound, and when we were there I would participate with the group. Our
leader was a major, and so here’s a major and maybe another major and five or six captains
and four or five sergeants. Most of the time the infantry advisers would have a sergeant in the
system. Engineers didn’t. We engineers were doing our own creating of the plans and putting
together what we were going to do, but it was rudimentary by the standards of command and
control and everything else.

For example, at Tuy Hoa our basic way of communicating to the outside was a single side-
band radio, and we couldn’t contact a whole lot of folks. The Otter aircraft flying the regular
shuttle route around from II Corps headquarters would fly over our compound, waggle its
wings if it was going to land, and we’d have to drive to the airfield near Chop Chai Mountain
to meet it. This was because no one lived at the airstrip. If you wanted that airplane to land
when it came over and gave a low buzz, you had to throw out a smoke grenade. Otherwise it
would go on if it didn’t have anything for you. I mean, we’re doing smoke signals for
communication about whether you needed it to land or not.

The advisory role with the battalion, the Vietnamese battalion commander, must have, as
you’ve indicated, a lot of tact and skill at interpersonal relations with limited language
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abilities on both sides. It must have been a difficult job because you didn’t want to take
command of the battalion, I presume, you wanted the Vietnamese captain to. But you had
some very definite ideas about how he was doing things and some goals in your mind about
how to work, so all of that required a lot of initiative and skill from a captain, I would think.

Well, without doubt. You described it very well. I came out of the 23d Engineers, which I've
described—a can-do, mobile, heavy warfare, think on your feet, on the move, kind of
operation. That’s what I had been taught. Now I still had the same kind of can-do thing and
wanted the battalion to do all of those things—but I had to bring it out of somebody else; it
had to be their idea.

Not only that. We were there for seven days a week, and the Vietnamese didn’t work the
weekend or didn’t fight the weekend. I mean, war to them had been going on for a long time.
If you never took a day off you were never going to get a day off, so when a war lasts 20
years, I mean, you look at it differently than when you’re there for a year and you want to
accomplish something. So, I had the sense of wanting to accomplish the mission, but the
accomplishment had to be through my cajoling, persuasion, break down the obstacles, and
that sort of thing. So, it was a rather sporty course.

How would you rate the Vietnamese officers? How would you rate the enlisted men in terms
of training and initiative at this stage of the war?

Well, the officers were certainly in the higher class. They were very well educated, seemed to
be well motivated, seemed to know basically what they were doing. There was no obvious
noncommissioned officer Corps as we know it here. There were noncommissioned officers
but they weren’t take-charge people, and the soldiers didn’t have any particular skills. They
were put there and they did the kinds of jobs—they’d been maybe taught to run a dozer, but
the rest of them were really laborers.

They spent their day, a lot of it, just in basic housekeeping. Up at the culvert factory, when
we woke in the morning, soldiers had to do their own breakfast. There was no mess hall
that’d been up for an hour and a half getting it ready so you could go in, eat, head out for
physical training, and then hit the job site. The first thing they did was start the fire and then
go figure out what they were going to eat for breakfast and then cook it. In the middle of the
day they had to knock off the job for lunch, then the siesta. At night they had to knock off
early enough to be sure they could eat before darkness fell. So, there weren’t many
productive days in that garrison kind of atmosphere.

The troops got their rations by getting doled out rice. The commander would be given money
to buy chickens and pigs or something and issue that out to the troops, who’d have to carve it
up, issue it, and cook it on their own. So, there was an awful lot of motion spent in just
living, without being productive on the job. When your upbringing is “can-do,” knowing
what the 23d Engineer Battalion could do, you get a little frustrated with that.

I should move from there to say that after about eight months, more advisers had arrived,
things were maturing, and we had a lot more people over there. There were some

65




Engineer Memoirs

66

reorganizations. Major Nagata came back to the United States and I replaced him as adviser
to the 20th Engineer Group. The 41st now had changed its designation to become the 201st
Battalion, and we had a 202d Battalion and a light equipment company.

My motivation was not to get caught up like Nagata had by being the assistant Corps post
engineer in the main compound, which by now was up to 400, 450 people. It was getting to
be a sizable responsibility, and I didn’t want to get captured by the headquarters. I figured I'd
better stay out with the troops, so we established a compound near the engineer group
headquarters at a place called Suoi Doi. That was at a crossroads that was about one-third of

the way from Pleiku toward An Khe.

We operated from Suoi Doi. The group commander was Major Chan, and that was an
interesting four months because, as much as I had to cajole before, I now had a completely
different kind of person to deal with. I now had a very political counterpart who spoke
relatively good English, but it wasn’t just a matter of persuading and making it seem his idea.
There were these agendas and intrigue because he was tied into the Vietnamese political
chain. He was tied close enough that he could follow what the Vietnamese command wanted
to do, and it was not always easy to decipher what that was. There were lots of “T agree,” and
then lots of nonaction.

What became apparent was that maybe some of the nonaction I'd seen down in the battalion
earlier had been because his instructions to the battalion commander were, “Don’t do that.”
So, this was a period where we were often arguing, often persuading—very interesting kind
of period.

It also marked another episode that had historical ties to what later happened when the
country collapsed because, if you remember, the collapse was precipitated when the I Corps
commander decided to withdraw his Corps to Nha Trang. They started overland, down
toward Cheo Reo, then Cung Son and down to Tuy Hoa. Years later when I read that was
happening, my comment was, “They’ll never make it.” They didn’t. They were really carved
up by the Vietcong as they made that withdrawal. In the late fall of 62 when I was an
engineer group adviser, we were told to open that road, the same road that the Corps was
going to try to withdraw on later on.

I made the initial recons. It was not bad as far as Cheo Reo. From Cheo Reo on to Cung Son,
though, it was basically a trail, and then we had the Song Ba River, which came south from
An Khe and flowed through Phu Ban Province. The Song Ba was quite wide and flooded
considerably in the spring and needed a lot of bridging. Beyond the Song Ba River on the
way to Cung Son—this is where I said I knew they’d never make it, later on—the old road
was no longer even two beaten wheel tracks. It had overgrown down to one sandy path. As
we cut the road, we would have to send people in to clear and grub by hand and by dozer as
we would try to just scrape away the tremendous growth that happens in the highlands during
the rainy season.



Richard S. Kem

=

In August 1962 the 20th Engineer Group of the Army of the
Republic of Vietnam was opening a road from Cheo Reo
to Cung Son.

You know, there are two different monsoons, and so you’d have six months of dry season
where all the foliage would almost go away it’d be so dry and hot, and then six months
where, at least for the middle four months of the six, you’d really have almost a constant mist
with a rain squall moving past about every five minutes for a duration of five minutes. So, it
was almost constant rain. Then the foliage would just grow up to overhead height, just like
that. Now we were cutting a path through the jungle, a plateau kind of jungle, not triple
canopy but heavy foliage, to restore this road—really, really heavy work.

It overgrew at least twice more after I left and before that Corps commander decided to
withdraw down that road. So, to think that he was going to pull out his Corps headquarters,
all of his combatants and all of their families, down that road and make it in quick time—
there’s no way. When I read about it, it was obvious the Vietcong just chopped them apart,
came in close and hit them from the side again and again, and just kept picking away at them
all the way down that road until, by the time they got to Tuy Hoa, there were just elements
remaining.

We did a lot of ad hoc engineering on that route in our time. On another river, not so wide,
we found old French pontons. We sank them, filled them with rock ballast, and built a
combination M4T6 and timber trestle bridge over the top to restore the road.
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One other thing that occurred at this time was the thing I mentioned about their other
agendas. We really needed to get some rock on this road. They had a rock crusher in the 20th
Engineer Group. The United States had bought it, the same kind we had in U.S. engineer
units, 75 tons per hour. I wanted that rock crusher down at Cheo Reo to produce rock for the
road. They were producing rock for the road by hiring a contractor who put about 50 women
and children up on the hillside who would chuck the stones down to the base of the hill. Then
they’d squat on them with these little ball peen hammers and break them up into the right
size. So, we’d get enough rock to do a few hundred meters every now and then. My
American can-do approach caused me to figure out how we could do it faster. I wanted to
move the rock crusher and the trucks that the United States government had bought and give
them to this engineer battalion down there to operate and build that road—get it finished and

get out. Mission accomplished.

I was really being stonewalled. So, I tried at the battalion level. I tried at the group level with
Major Chan. It was always, “No.” We finally came to the conclusion that the Vietnamese
goal was not to use that rock crusher and wear it out, but to keep it for that day when
Americans might be gone and all they would have left were these things. There also may
have been the goal of, “Let’s keep the contractor out to deploy the locals to build the road.”

We worked that at every extreme. We had the senior Corps adviser, now Colonel Wilson’s
successor, Colonel Hal McCown, who, interestingly enough in your readings of The Damned
Engineers and MacDonald’s book, was captured at La Gleize during the Battle of the Bulge
by Joachim Peiper and held as a hostage and taken with him when Peiper pulled out and
abandoned his equipment at La Gleize. Anyway, this Hal McCown was our senior adviser,
and Major General [Nguyen] Khanh arrived to be the I Corps commander. We all knew
things were going to be better because he spoke wonderful English. Later he briefly became
Chief of State, you may recall. Now we really had some folks who spoke wonderful English,
and they were interesting, but they all had their own agendas. Trying to figure out just what
those were and dice them all together was sporty work for those of us who were advisers.
Anyway, I had Colonel McCown working on Khanh to tell my group commander he had to
take that rock crusher to Cheo Reo.

Then we turned to Saigon and the senior advisers there on the engineer side of the house to
work with the ARVN’s Chief of Engineers. We tried every way to get that rock crusher down
to Cheo Reo and never did succeed. The senior Corps engineer had changed about halfway
through my tour, about the time that I went to the 20th Group. Major Casper Bisping came in
to be the senior engineer adviser, a fine gentleman and good officer. He was one of those that
I was appealing to for help and he was very helpful in trying to make all these things happen.
So, my final delivery to him, as I walked out of the Five Oceans BOQ in Saigon to come
home, was a six- or seven-page missive on why Major Chan was not supportive of the war
effort and should be relieved. That was the American viewpoint; that wasn’t necessarily the

Vietnamese viewpoint.

I know there was a variety of attitudes, but how would you characterize the attitude of the
Vietnamese officers and the soldiers you encountered? Had they seen it before with the
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French and this was simply another group of people they had to deal with, or do you think
they felt differently about the Americans, responded differently during this period?

No, we weren’t just another group they had to deal with, certainly not. First, they were
strongly anticommunist and strongly supportive of their government. Of course, I'm talking
about the officers now, and they’re part of the government. They appreciated the Americans
being there. They liked the French, though, too. I mean, there wasn’t an anti-French thing.
Captain Tri liked the French, and he spoke fluent French, taught by the French. He was
strongly nationalistic; Lieutenant Can the same way. I ran into Lieutenant Can on my later
tour. I'd say they were Vietnamese—make it South Vietnamese—patriots.

The kind of negative aspects I mentioned were probably due to the cultural differences
between the East and the West. They looked at things more for the long haul, “We’re going
to be doing this day in, day out. Yes, I know that we need to do this; however, I don’t
necessarily need to do it today.”

Second, they had to win in their own environment. They didn’t want to lose. They didn’t
want to fail in their structure. If we recommended something that put them at risk, then they
in a rather human nature kind of way would push that aside. They might not tell you, “No,”
but they wouldn’t do it because they knew it was against “policy.” They would be at risk for
something in their own hierarchy.

I got along famously with Captain Tri and Lieutenant Can. I thought we saw eye-to-eye on
the world and doing things. Their understanding of what could be done over a period of time
and mine were quite different because I had been places and I had seen what equipment and
troops could do. They hadn’t been places where they could see that same kind of thing. So,
that’s why I was there to advise them. “If we give you this amount of equipment, we ought to
be able to achieve this result.” They didn’t have that perspective.

So, as long as I remembered that they had their own chain of command that was giving them
orders too, then I could keep things in perspective. I thought with Tri and Can that I was
respected for what I brought them. Certainly when Lieutenant Can, years later, came back to
me and gave me a plaque, he was disturbed that they had never done such a thing for me
when I left the battalion. So, I think we had the kind of professional rapport that you would
have with soldiers anywhere.

The group commander, though, was as sinister as you could get. I think he respected me for
whatever talent I had and more respected me because I represented the Americans and was
the source of the money that came in to his arena and the wherewithal they had. He wanted to
use my position to help what he wanted done, and then keep me out of the way of things that
he wanted to meet their agenda. The higher levels, Major General Khanh, the Corps
commander, I think certainly had his own aspirations for the country. But, yes he was a pretty
good Corps commander and got around in all kinds of ways, thinking, providing leadership,
and was certainly more dynamic and made decisions where others hadn’t.
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Now, what the Vietnamese soldier thought? I never could really talk to soldiers. I would see
them around working, but with the language problem and everything else, everything I had
was filtered by the officers. They’d do their jobs, they’d go into the face of fire, they’d do all
kinds of things, but what they were thinking got lost in the translation.

When did you leave Pleiku?
March of ’63. So, I was there from March *62 to March ’63.

How had your perspective on Vietnam and the war changed or developed in that time, from,
like most Americans, not knowing much about the country or the effort there, and it was a
very small effort at that time. By the time you left in March of *63 it was a much bigger
effort. Getting to be, I guess, a more complicated political situation in South Vietnam, though
that may not have come down to—

It hadn’t developed yet. All of the things later—self-immolations and the Buddhist
uprisings—were not apparent to me up in Pleiku if they were starting. Those were Saigon
phenomena. We didn’t yet have all the coups—[Ngo Dinh] Diem was still in power. We
didn’t even sense negative feelings or know things that the folks who were in the senior
advisory positions would. We saw some of our senior advisers out in the field. General [Paul
D.] Harkins came up two or three times when I was there, sat down and was briefed by

everybody.

Once, when I was in Tuy Hoa, a plane came over and waggled its wings and we went to the
other airfield, the big airfield, because it was a Caribou. It was General Harkins and the Chief
of Naval Operations. We saw four stars on each shoulder of two people, sixteen stars looking
at us when we roared up in three jeeps. The Caribou had got off the runway, nosed over and
buried its nose wheel into the sand. We took them back to our compound and started briefing
them. General Harkins said, “Go get me an airplane.” Well, I described to you earlier how we
communicated. You just couldn’t go out, radio, and get an airplane. Luckily, after about a
half an hour of briefing, our regular shuttle came in. I ran out and I threw about eight smoke
grenades to make sure that pilot knew that we needed him to land. We drove out to the little
airfield and General Harkins says, “I'm commandeering this aircraft.” The pilot said, “Yes,
Sir, by all means.” The two of them flew off and we said, “Phew.” Big relief. We didn’t need
all those stars around our little compound.

So, then I made some trips down to Saigon here and there. It was very interesting. I got to see
friends like Jim Ellis, who had arrived by that time. I mentioned to you before that we had
interacted several times. We’d been together in Germany in the 23d Engineers, when he
transferred from infantry to engineer, and been together in Illinois at graduate school. He had
arrived at the University of Illinois a little later than I had, so I went to Vietnam first. He’d
come over that summer when he’d finished his degree and was a battalion adviser down in

the Saigon area.

Even my wife came over once during that period. Her mother had died and her father had
brought her on a round-the-world trip. I got leave to go to the Philippines, Tokyo, Hong
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Kong, and Bangkok with her for about three weeks. She had come in advance, so I'd flown
down, and then we spent one or two nights in Saigon before we caught the rest of the party in
the Philippines. So, there were other opportunities to get to see things.

1did manage to get around in the Il Corps area. Nha Trang was certainly a lovely town with a
great bay. I always thought that our hotel corporations would make that a great resort after
the war because you could wake up in the morning and there was the beautiful lagoon and the
islands off to the side. Of course, I was often at Nha Trang Airport too, flying out. I
mentioned I flew the shuttle, but also I would fly the Air Vietnam commercial plane from
Nha Trang to Pleiku. Often we’d be sitting on the runway, or in the terminal up on the second
floor having an orange drink, and we could watch T-28s strafing Vietcong positions on a
hillside down at the end of the runway. The T—28s were probably piloted by Vietnamese with
American advisers. There were a lot of interesting things so early in this phase of the war.

We could go on an operations sweep out of Tuy Hoa, going out into the rice paddies
southwest of the city, and we could see the columns of smoke rising from village to village
announcing that we were approaching. We would get into the thicker jungle and come on a
Vietcong training facility, a rather well-developed training facility.

Now, all this was additionally interesting because years later, when I went back to Vietnam, I
went back to Phu Yen Province and back to Tuy Hoa. So, when we get to that point there’ll
be references back to these same kind of things.

It was a very interesting tour of duty. Many things I had to develop on my own initiative. [
learned a lot about people and myself. I also just about had to arrange flights myself on my
own initiative to get from one place to another to make things happen. '

I remember our dismay at the Air Force at that time because as C—-123s would come in to
Pleiku, although we badly needed to hitch rides someplace, we couldn’t fly on a C-123
unless they had parachutes. They invariably didn’t have extra parachutes. When the Army
Caribou came in, we could hook a ride anywhere they were going and they’d be happy to
take us without a parachute. So, my way of life really depended on deciding where I was
going, and then trying to figure out what flights were going and when, and then hitching a
ride and making it happen. I would hitch around the area of operation so that I could be at the
right place to influence and make an action happen.

When you left there, were you optimistic about the situation in Vietnam? Did you think
things were looking pretty good?

Yes, I'd been involved personally in one of the clear and hold operations that was being
touted as the way the new pacification program was to work—more strategic hamlets. That’s
what we were doing, establishing strategic hamlets in Phu Yen. We felt that we were seeing
the effort expand. After all, we turned on the lights in Tuy Hoa and we were turning on the
lights in the villages, and people seemed to be responding. We knew there were still
Vietcong around because of the columns of smoke out on the fringe, but we were pushing
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influence outward. We didn’t have any U.S. units and little of the aviation had arrived. All
that was to come later.

When I left, I thought I was leaving something that was on the right course. By the way, I
wrote an article for the Military Engineer on “Engineers in Clear and Hold Operations,”
which was published, I guess, in November or December *63. The article recounted briefly
my experience and how you’d use engineers in the kind of operation we had in Phu Yen

Province.
Were you solicited to do that or did you write it up and send it to them?

I wanted to write it because I felt I'd been in something unique and it was early. Now all
kinds of my friends were going over there to have this same experience of being an engineer
battalion adviser, so that was my motivation. I submitted it to the Society for American
Military Engineers and the editor sent it back, greatly edited. So, I wrote a strong letter back
saying, “You’ve really edited so much, you’ve taken out the context. So, either we put a lot
of it back in or I don’t publish it.” I suggested some things to go back in. Obviously, he also
had some good points in what he said. I got to expand the article again. He gave me another
half a page, took out a picture, and I re-edited his editing. Then we came to a satisfactory
agreement as to what should be in the magazine.

That’s interesting because it’s in this period of the early ’60s that the Army’s trying to come
to terms with the concept of counterinsurgency as a method of warfare, how to do it and the
engineer’s role in that.

That’s right. We were all reading the books. Bernard Fall’s book, Street Without Joy was sort
of a bedside table bible. Later I got into John Thompson’s book on Malaysia, and we had a
lot of the novels that I really enjoyed coming out of the French Vietnamese experience. Jean
Larteguy’s book, The Centurions, described the French airborne at Dien Bien Phu and the
bitterness of the lessons that they took out of that. This was followed by his book, The
Praetorians. There was another book too that described their thoughts about operations over
there. So, I did a lot of reading before, while there, and afterwards concerning all of this kind
of period and how you put it all together.

What was the attitude towards the French on the part of the young American officers who
were there? Was it their feeling that, “We can see how they messed the situation up and we
can do better,” or—but you said you also were interested in the lessons learned from the
French experience, which had been pretty negative.

No, I don’t think it was negative. I certainly didn’t have a negative feeling, nor do Irecall that
sort of reaction on anybody’s part. I guess I felt they were led to an experience in which they
never had the wherewithal to succeed. I mean, you have to figure the lessons we had later,
that they covered twice the area, all the north too, with many fewer capabilities. It was only
when you sit there and evaluate the task that you understand the futility of their task. You
see, Phu Yen Province is where Navarre’s Operation Atlantis came ashore. He put people
ashore in an amphibious assault, but if you look at the areas on the map of what they
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attempted to achieve, they go way inland. Then when you get a feel for the terrain you say,
“My goodness, how could anybody anticipate doing that?” I mean, you don’t do sweeps of
whole units in the World War I mode in Vietnam.

They didn’t have the helicopters. Ours were still fairly radimentary when we were there. The
best we had to start with was the H-21, a pretty nice helicopter, but just a few of them. They
had less than that trying to sustain things as deep as Dien Bien Phu. Figure out how far Dien
Bien Phu is from Tuy Hoa—they really were extended. Look at Mobile Group 100. That was
just one mobile group, and a pretty good one, but it didn’t have the air cover like we have
today or the helicopters or the ability to reinforce. When they were caught at Kilometer 15 on
Route 19 it was their own battle—how they fought their way out of that ambush or not. There
was no help to be gotten.

So, my feelings toward the French were not negative at all at the local tactical arena. Maybe
the lesson there was that nationally they never put into it what was needed to go at it and
everyone lost faith. That was our own experience later on when the country turned down the
war. We never had done enough across the border to assure a win.

So, to answer your question, there was never a negative feeling toward the French. They had
their situation. They were more austere, less prepared. We were better prepared in a smaller
area, and we knew more about it because we had their experience. So our typical can-do
approach was, “We’re smart enough to figure this thing out, so let’s figure it out and go at
it.”

Anything else about the Vietnam advisory period? It’s a very interesting period because it’s
so early.

I guess I could mention one other thing. We had a senior engineer adviser in Saigon, and at
least toward the latter part of that period that officer had developed more influence. He
pulled people in from all over the country to try to come to grips with engineer issues: “What
else can we do? What more can we do?” He convened a senior leaders conference where he
pulled people in to get their ideas. I remember, as the deputy Corps engineer and the 20th
Engineer Group adviser, going down to Saigon and participating in one of those. We tried to
bring the best of our ideas to bear, and so we would share information about our experiences.
I think I needed to make that point, that it wasn’t all just Corps on down in the engineer
advisory business. That was certainly our emphasis. We were in an executing kind of mode,
but there was this attempt to pull out lessons learned, and determine how we could do things
better and what else was needed.

Another question. At the time did you consider this a good assignment? Was this considered
a good assignment?

I certainly didn’t go there thinking it was a good assignment. Like I mentioned, I thought I
should go to Korea because I knew I needed to have a company command. It was a
frustrating assignment but it was satisfying. By the time Ileft, it was pretty obvious this was
where the action was. So, I came back from having been one of the early officers there where
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the action was. That manifested itself in a couple of ways. One was the fact that I never did
get to be a company commander. I came back from Vietnam and they asked me what I
wanted do and I said, “I want to go somewhere and be a company commander.” Even then
you understood you needed to be a company commander. Then they sent me to the Chicago
District. I said, “There’s nothing wrong with the Chicago District but, guys, I need to be a
company commander.” They said, “No, you have plenty of time for that.”

So, my friend Jim Ellis, who, as I mentioned, had almost a comparable career to this point,
got ready to come back and they said, “You need to be a company commander.” Wait a
minute! So, classmates at West Point, 3d Armored Division together, Vietnam together, civil
school together, I mean, how can what you’ve “got to do” be so different? Besides that,
though, they were correct with him, but not with me. So, anyway, I went to the Chicago
District. He went to company command.

The second manifestation was that it was okay and a good assignment because after I'd been
in the Chicago District for a couple of years, the promotion list to major came out and I was
on it, below the zone, as was Jim Ellis. So, you say, “Well, what about company command?”
The answer was, I was an adviser in Vietnam, and so there was a recognition of that
experience at that time. I'm not recommending that today—not commanding a company is a
very precarious position to be in. It is that important. In those days, with Vietnam being what
it was and because the battalion adviser was recognized as a very close to the action kind of
role, it was a good assignment. As I mentioned earlier, it was a good assignment from the
standpoint of satisfaction and feeling of contribution.

Chicago District

Q: The Chicago District was your first civil works assignment?

A: Yes, as I mentioned before, I met my wife Ann when she was coming from Illinois to
Germany. So, we met in Europe. “Join the Army, see the world,” the saying goes. Then she
spent our first three assignments back in Illinois, her home state, that being the University of
Illinois, then she stayed at home in Waukegan the year I was in Vietnam, and then we were
reassigned to the Chicago District. So, her first three assignments were right in Illinois.

Q: So, you got there, then, in March or April?

A: I think it was still March when we reported in.

Q: Of 1963. Went in as executive officer?

A: Yes.
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Colonel Joe Smedle was the district engineer.

He left that summer. Most of my time there was under Colonel John Mattina. Lieutenant
Colonel Ken Hartung was the deputy district engineer. Brigadier General Rogers was the
North Central Division Engineer.

That’s where I again learned it’s not good to be too close to the flagpole. I'd go down for a
routine bid opening and there would be General Rogers in the back of the room, ready to
critique how I opened bids.

Everything right there at Chicago. So, this is your first civil works assignment?

Captain Kem, Deputy District Engineer, Chicago District,
and Ann Kem in 1965.

That’s right, first district assignment. I should explain, the Chicago District at that time was
not the very small Chicago District of today. It had some 1,400 people as opposed to, I
believe, about 130 today. We had military construction responsibilities and we also had
procurement responsibilities. This was before the Defense Logistics Agency was established,
and we bought all kinds of things for the Army that later were to be procured by either the
Army Materiel Command or the Defense Logistics Agency. We also had sizable civil works
responsibilities: the entire Wisconsin coast of Lake Michigan, the Illinois Waterway, and
over in Indiana we had the Dunes State Park, with the “Save the Dunes” issue, and Indiana
Harbor. We had the Cal-Sag Waterway, the connection between the Great Lakes and the
Tllinois Waterway leading to the Mississippi. Thus, we had the lakes level issue, where the
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water level has gone up and down several times during the years. I was there during a down
period. So, it was a very interesting time for me.

That was quite a transition, engineer adviser in Vietnam to exec in the Chicago District.
Sure, after you live in a mud hut for a while—

Went swimming with the liver flukes.

Liver flukes, and had the creatures running over the mat ceiling.

You got to have a balanced meal too.

That’s right, no peas for breakfast.

So, there was a lot of boning up needed pretty quickly, I guess, when you got to Chicago, the
district itself?

No, the executive officer position was one where you’re working in the command group and
it’s paper flow, and they did that on purpose. It was supposed to be, as the Corps was doing
back then, a developmental assignment. The Corps really did a pretty good job back then of
trying to get all engineer captains, especially out of civil school, back in the districts to have
that experience. They had not done it in Chicago for some years before I arrived because they
thought the area was too expensive.

Why I got to be the guinea pig, I don’t know, because it was still too expensive when I was
there. Since it cost a lot, I lived far out, in Park Forest. I commuted in by the Illinois Central
Railroad, about an hour and a half commute every day. The idea was that I'd spend a year in
the office and then a year in the field somewhere. It could have started the other way. I don’t
quite know why the district engineer did it that way except I guess he thought that was the
best way. The idea was his that I would be the executive officer. I didn’t replace anybody. I
became one extra part of the paper flow so I could get the breadth and the perspective of
what was going on. I would sit in when the deputy and the district engineer did their things
and I could pick up the flavor of what was going on. So, it really was not a dramatic, difficult
transition, but designed to move me onto a ramp of learning.

What sorts of problems was the district facing when you got there? Deepening some of the
harbors and waterways, I guess, was a concern with the anticipated new generation of ships

on the Great Lakes.

Well, it’s like all district engineers face. They’re at some point in the cycle for a whole bunch
of general projects. They’re either in early planning, finishing plan formulation, in design, or
in construction, so some are in all those realms. We were doing a lot of work on the Calumet
Saginaw Channel as a connector. We were widening it. So, that included real estate
acquisition, widening the channel—that’s dredging, plus replacing something like 31 bridges
that had to be reconstructed to make longer spans. They were mostly railroad in an industrial
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area. So, that was a major ongoing design, construct, and real estate acquisition mission over
several years.

Then there were the early planning things, such as deepening and providing breakwaters at
ports, like at Indiana Harbor. This one was really enmeshed in the process because there was
a threat to the beautiful dunes of northern Indiana on Lake Michigan. This was far in advance
of the kind of environmental consciousness in the Corps as today. There was a “Save the
Dunes” committee that said, “Don’t let the steel companies come in and build steel mills
there,” but the companies owned the land. They were going to do a lot of construction. The
Corps project was to deepen the harbor and build the breakwater. The strategy of the “Save
the Dunes” people was to prohibit us from deepening the harbor and building the breakwater;
then they could prohibit the steel mills from coming in. The steel company already owned the
dune in question and could have carved it down. The nation and the Corps weren’t talking
environment in those days, and “environment” wasn’t the word used. It was “Save the
Dunes.” Put in today’s vernacular, we were talking environment, keeping our quality of life,
the things that we think are good for us. We shouldn’t just throw something away in a cause
of development.

So, I went to a couple of hearings. I didn’t preside at those hearings, but I was a participant. It
was a real eye-opener. So, that was one of the major things the district was doing.

We also had a project to provide safe haven harbors for small boats all up the coast of Lake
Michigan on the Wisconsin shoreline. That was a considerable endeavor with many town
meetings and planning sessions.

After I'd been there a while the district engineer tried to get me out and involved in doing
other things. However, Colonel Ken Hartung, the deputy district engineer, was alerted to go
to Vietnam and all of a sudden it was decided that the deputy position would not be filled.
We would only get two officers per district. So, John Mattina was left with this captain to be
his deputy district engineer. That’s how I got to be a deputy. What that also meant, though,
was I was not going to get that second year of experience in the field. My one year in the
office was going to become two, executive officer, then deputy. It had both good points and
bad.

I didn’t get to go to the field—TI’1l talk about that in a minute—but I did get to be the deputy
with that substantive kind of role and greater responsibilities and understanding. I now was
dealing with resources and allocations and all the rest, rather than just being an exec and
passing papers.

To cover this loss of the field experience, before Lieutenant Colonel Hartung left, they sent
me for a month on the Illinois Waterway to get a feel for waterway operations. So, I worked
at Joliet Lock and Dam. On the lock wall I was passing tows through—handling the lines and
working the buoys, and then the machinery as we’d lock the boats through. Then I went out
for a week with a maintenance crew as they repaired tainter gates and sent divers down to go
through the lock culverts. That was a pretty neat blue-collar experience that later on, when I
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was division engineer in the Ohio River Division, the operations folks would come up to talk
about the need for maintenance, and I had a first-hand feeling for it.

I was also sent out to be the district’s representative on the master planning board down at
the Granite City Army Depot in the St. Louis area. I was sent out not only to show the green-
suit side of the district, but also for my development, to give me some experience in that

arena.

] also spent a month with real estate, working two ways. First, we had a relatively weak Real
Estate Division and the district engineer wanted to get an extra set of eyes and ears down
there to figure out what was wrong. Second, I went down to help them, too, with trying to
come to grips with some of the acquisitions along the Cal-Sag Waterway.

They sent me to the Savannah Army Depot in Illinois on the Missouri River. There was a
housing project over there, and I became the project manager, in the Engineering Division, to
get that design under way. We had a cost limitation and I was—my salary was paid by OMA
[Operations and Maintenance, Army]—I was free to the project. That was a separate
motivation, but for me it was an extra valuable experience.

Because I was going to be the deputy and not have the opportunity now to go out for field
experience the second year, the district engineer put me into each of these experiences soI'd
have a broader feel for district operations.

] should mention that General Rogers was replaced by a person at that time who really
became a long-term mentor for me, a person I greatly respected. That was Brigadier General
Bill Gribble. He came out to be the North Central Division Engineer but spent, I guess, only
several months there and then was pulled back to be the Deputy Chief of Research and
Development for the Army. He certainly was to figure in my successive career numerous
times.

That’s quite an assignment, to be 28 years old, and a captain, to be a deputy in a district of
1,400 people. Pretty unusual. :

I had an accelerated learning experience, there’s no doubt about it.
In Chicago?

In Chicago, right.

Did you learn about Chicago politics as well?

No.

Not so, hanging around the head office?
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No, I didn’t get involved too much with Chicago politics, nor did the district engineer in
those days. We were all active in the Society for American Military Engineers. I remember
getting really involved there. On the home front, our second child John was born.

You mentioned earlier doing quite a bit of military construction work in the Chicago District
during this time. What sort of projects were going on there?

I don’t recall many of the military construction projects. The Savannah Depot one I
mentioned. I remember another big real estate activity we had at the time was at Camp
Atterbury, Indiana. This was where I really became involved in the politics of things and
sensitivities. There was an outfit called the Amateur Rocketeers of America. They wanted to
build model rockets and have a firing range at Camp Atterbury and set them off. They had a
very aggressive entrepreneur who was heading that organization. He had written to ask for
these approvals, and he had been denied repeatedly by us because of safety problems. He had
called upon political friends to bring pressure on us to yield to his wishes. I was designated—
this is when I was deputy—to be the point of contact to deal with him. The district engineer
would not talk to him, and each time I talked to him we had the district counsel in the office.

We started referring to this person, in jest, as the “Amateur Racketeer of America” because
he really was fleecing a lot of people. He published a magazine, supposedly monthly, which
came out about every time he felt that he needed more contributions. We were very
concerned with safety. He was going to take kids out on Army property and going to fire
rockets—I mean, we’re not talking about your everyday model airplane club.

We had asked him to submit plans on how he intended to take care of safety, and he would
submit plans for a block house. We would evaluate the engineering and come back and say,
“No, that’s inadequate. You need glass ports. Viewing ports need to be this size and this
thickness,” and all these other things. He would argue back and then he would advertise that
there’s going to be a great rocket firing on X date. There was no way we were going to give
them permission to build before that date. Then he’d bring pressure on us to let them fire
anyway in spite of the fact that safety construction hadn’t been done. It was really
tempestuous, and he was really trying to put the Army out on a limb. He wasn’t so worried
about his own limbs or the limbs of the youths that he was going to bring out there. So, he
advertised and marketed a greater game than the operation that he followed up with. It just
happened to be on a military installation, inactive as it was, but a problem for us.

I'm trying to think of what other military projects we had.

An ordnance facility at Joliet during this time?

I don’t recall work there.

What about work for others? Were you working for any other agencies?
Not that I know of.

Not any other work.
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We really didn’t use that term, work for others, back then like we’ve picked up in the lexicon
since then. We may well have.

Would you have had much contact with state agencies, Illinois, or other federal agencies?

No, I didn’t because, I guess, the Chief of Planning would do those kinds of interactions, like
now. Colonel Mattina would do those kinds of things, but I was not involved. We would
know that the state of Indiana was at the public meetings we had at Indiana Harbor and for
the dunes issue, but I didn’t have personal interaction with them.

The Corps ran the public meetings.
Yes.
Were you involved much with those in terms of—

Yes, I helped put them up, sat at the front table, and helped put them on. Idid not preside; the
district engineer presided.

Before we move on, maybe we could talk just a little bit more about the public meetings. I've
noted later that the Corps’ role in that kind of activity in the federal government is kind of a
pioneering one, and I think maybe this is a very early example of that kind of thing, and so
that’s kind of what I’d like if you could address that.

Sure. Now, mind you, I was just coming into the civil work business, so as far as I know
what we were doing was old hat. I didn’t know that we were doing these public meetings for
the first time or a second time. I recall that about that time there were Corps publications—I
think developed by what’s probably now the Institute of Water Resources—on how to
conduct public meetings. We had that kind of document and I read it because I was involved
with doing it.

For instance, the big one, the famous one at the time because it was such a cause célébre,
was the Indiana Harbor, “Save the Dunes” affair. There were strong antidevelopment forces,
and there were strong development forces. Our planning folks, who ran the public meeting
with great help from Public Affairs, put on what was to be a very contentious public meeting.
We were going with the rudiments, and so I was learning. We approached it in a rather
structured way. We’d try to take the contentiousness out of it and make sure everyone had a
chance to be heard so the district engineer wouldn’t be backed into a corner. We were
looking for options; we were developing a way and an approach. There were media there;
there were people for both sides of the question; and there were other interests, without doubt

to include federal and state.

I think we probably ran a textbook public meeting, looking back on it, I would say. What I
observed my district engineer run that day, with his staff, was a textbook public meeting.

I went to several others. I remember one incident that had a note of humor to it. We were
looking for harbors of refuge for the small boats that would go out and ply Lake Michigan on
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the weekend. We went into one Wisconsin town and held a public meeting, and there really
were a lot of attendees. A few people got up and said things, but not many.

I remember the Fish and Wildlife fellow, a crusty local. He didn’t bring any national or
regional or state perspective; he brought the local perspective. To remind you, our district
engineer’s name was John Mattina. After two hours of meeting, Colonel Mattina said, “Well,
now, is there anything else? Anybody else who wants to be heard?” The fellow stood and
said, “Colonel Martini, I'm from Fish and Wildlife, and I don’t know what I think about this
project, but I want to reserve the right to say that whatever it is, when we figure it out, we’ll
let you know.”

So, we all smiled inwardly that we were down here at grassroots America. It was his right to
say that, and he certainly put a caveat onto the system in his own way.

Now, there are some who say that Fish and Wildlife hasn’t changed to this day, that, in fact,
there is no chain, that there isn’t a national perspective. Well-meaning as this fellow was, and
they all are, there isn’t a national Fish and Wildlife perspective that influences them all. It
will vary here and there, and there’s not a cohesive kind of thought.

At the time, did you see this controversy as anything different? As portending anything for
the future?

Just to save the dunes?
The dunes, as portending the future environmental movement.

No. I’'m from Indiana and I've been up to the dunes area on vacations, and so I knew there
was a very valuable tract and a lot of people enjoyed the area. I tried to rationalize my
position then, but now, today, I'd probably be more adamant on the side of, “Hey, we’re
talking environment here. We’ve got to have sustainable development. How can we save the
best of all of this stuff? Why can’t we do something different?” I think my feeling at the time
was, “This is property owned by the steel mill. The steel mill has every right to do what they
want with the property.” They didn’t need the hearing to raze the dune. They could have
scraped the dune down from the start, and then there would have been nothing left to debate.

We were trying to talk about, “Do we proceed with the harbor?” The antimill, the “Save the
Dunes” folks, probably rightfully, saw that their only hope at stopping steel development was
to stop federal funds for a harbor development, which would make it more economically
justifiable for the steel mill to build a mill and thereby take down the dunes. If they could
stop the harbor, they could stop the steel company and save the dunes.

So, much like today in our Corps permit process, the district engineer is caught in the middle
and responsible to make important decisions. Back then, the district engineer did not have
quite the same regulatory function, but was caught in his own dilemma of trying to find a
solution that would make everybody happy.
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Alaska Earthquake

Q:
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Let’s talk for a few minutes about the Alaska earthquake, 27 March 1964, a huge earthquake
in south—central Alaska. The Corps of Engineers became involved. How did you become
involved in events there?

Not initially; it was about six weeks later. Initially, after the earthquake, the Corps responded
by sending a bunch of folks up for damage assessment, much like we did recently in Loma
Prieta, the San Francisco earthquake. After the damage assessment phase was over, people
were put out to do various things and take various parts of the renovation. It was decided, I
suppose here in USACE [U.S. Army Corps of Engineers] headquarters, on the request of the
North Pacific Division Engineer, that we ought to send some people up there to augment the
force. The assessors had probably gone home, at least for the most part. So, five captains
were alerted. I was told, I guess maybe Wednesday, Thursday of one week, that “I think
we’re going to send you to Alaska for a couple of months to participate in the work there as a
follow-up to the earthquake.”

So, five of us were sent from various parts of the Corps. I met Captain Jack Sullivan, who
came out of Tulsa District, in the Seattle Airport as we boarded the same plane to fly to
Anchorage. Later Captains Al Hight, Joe Yore, and Jim Scott, all assigned somewhere in the
Corps, came up. Colonel Trev Sawyer was the district engineer. What followed over the next
two, two and a half months was really one of the most interesting experiences I’ ve had in the

Corps.
What was your assignment there?

Colonel Trev Sawyer was a great gent, one of the great leaders. He was helpful as a mentor to
me, even from a distance, because this was my most direct interaction with him. He started
our experience right. Jack Sullivan and I arrived in Anchorage, I think it was a Friday
evening. Colonel Sawyer made a car available to us and put us up in the Elmendorf Air Force
Base BOQ there. Also, there was a district person to take us out to see the damage in the
Turnagain housing area, which was one of the well-pictured things. We’d all seen pictures of
the houses that disappeared down the slope, with the great chunks of earth rising and falling.

So, we toured around; we had a real feel for the town of Anchorage and the damage that
occurred. We saw the buildings where the slabs fell to the ground and saw the holes where
some of them had already been demolished even before we arrived.

Then we were assigned out to various places, and I went to Kodiak Island. The others stayed
on the mainland, so I was out the farthest distance. There followed an experience for me that
almost could be out of a Bret Harte story.

Now, to set the stage, what happened in Kodiak was that the island dipped about six or seven
feet on an angle. On the side of the island where the town of Kodiak is located, a town of
about 3,000 population, it dropped about six or seven feet. Then the tsunami, the tidal wave,
came roaring in, breached a breakwater, and roared into the middle of town, going six or



Richard S. Kem

seven blocks up into the town, wiping out buildings and carrying the small craft that were in
the middle of that harbor into town and depositing them. Some of them were big fishing
boats. Even when I arrived six weeks later, there was a huge boat—I hate to guess, 40 feet,
50 feet long—sitting in the middle of the town.

Then the wave went back out, breaching the other breakwater. So, there was no longer a
harbor; that is, the breakwaters were down, and all the moorings in the interior of the harbor
were gone. I think there were something like 39 lives lost on Kodiak Island itself.

The channel between the town of Kodiak and the island next door had actually gone dry with
the pull-back of the water before the tsunami came in. Boats had dropped and hit the bottom
of the channel before they were then picked up and swept into town. So, it was a pretty
violent bit of energy that hit Kodiak.

My job in Kodiak was to rebuild the harbor. The Corps had a project under our PL~99
responsibilities, which similarly exist today, to rehabilitate work that we’d built originally.
So, I was there as the project engineer for the contract to rebuild the breakwaters. The
contract provided for the construction company to bring in huge rock and rebuild the
breakwaters. That was really the job, but there were other aspects too.

First of all, Colonel Sawyer was piqued at the Navy because the Kodiak Naval Station,
maybe Naval Air, was just a few miles away down the coast. Right after the earthquake he
called the Navy folks and said, “Look, we’ve got all these damage assessment people coming
up. They’re available to come out if you want them.” They said, “Sure, send them out.” He
put them on a commercial aircraft, flew them into Kodiak, and the Navy met the airplane and
said, “We don’t need you; go home now.” They wouldn’t even let them get off the aircraft.
So, he was really piqued by that because he’d acted in good faith.

So, he said to me, “Oh, by the way, when you go out there, I want you to know you represent
the Corps of Engineers. So, we’re going to do a bang-up job.” Irecognized that he wanted to
put a little competition into this atmosphere. "

So, when I arrived I found out that to get the job started, the contractor had to develop a
quarry on the back side of the island to bring the rock down to the harbor. But, as mentioned,
my duties were being the Corps of Engineers rep on Kodiak as well.

Now, in the downtown area the damage was being taken care of by other federal agencies:
the Federal Emergency Management Agency of its day; the Small Business Administration to
provide monies to rebuild homes. Because the Navy was on the island, the Navy was given
overall defense responsibility for all of that, not the Corps. When all of these folks would
come to town, the fact-finding teams and the architect/engineer firm doing master planning
for developing the new central business district—I’d go to all the meetings and participate
with them representing the Corps.

I wore my fatighes and my hard hat with “Corps of Engineers” on it. We put up our project
sign downtown as we built the harbor right by what had been the main street, so everybody
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could see the project we were responsible for. Ilived at the local Kodiak Hotel, which had 11
rooms, 3 with baths—1I had one of those.

I would get missions from the district like, “We are now designing the new moorings,
floating moorings. Go out and survey the harbor.” Now, how am I going to survey the
harbor? Well, you heard what happened in Vietnam—piece of cake once you’ve been over
advising Vietnamese and trying to make things happen. So, I went to the contractor and
borrowed the level and rigged up a sounding weight. By this time the Corps had sent two
civilian inspectors out to work for me, so we had two shift inspectors. We set up a weigh
station down the main road to weigh the rock when it came in because we were paying by
weight. So, we borrowed a small boat and set out and sounded and surveyed that harbor. We
then sent the survey back in to the district so they could design the harbor.

This was really a tremendous cultural experience as well because we really were on the
fringe of frontier America. The people that were there on Kodiak Island had once been in the
West and then migrated up to Portland and Seattle. Then when that became too civilized for
them, they moved on up to Anchorage. That became too civilized so they moved on out to
Kodiak. It was like reading characters out of Bret Harte’s stories of the Old West. I mean,
they were salt-of-the-earth kind of people. The people who ran the Red Cross operation in the
immediate aftermath of the tsunami, with its loss of life—the blankets, the donuts, the coffee,
the blood—I mean, they did this stuff, and were common, ordinary folks. The volunteer head
of the Red Cross drove a truck for the construction company. They picked him up as a truck
driver after things calmed. Really neat people. I really liked talking to them.

I would go down to the main bar on Saturday night, which is where the whole town went for
their Saturday evening entertainment. Everybody would be in there dancing and sitting at the
bar and cutting up, but it was not ventilated. I mean, the smoke, cigarette smoke, was so thick
you could cut it. Today, half of our folks couldn’t tolerate it. It was not even tolerable then,
and I was a smoker then. Everybody in town was there and you’d see all these people. Then
you would walk out of this club at 1:00 or 2:00 in the morning and it’d be light because it
was summer and the midnight sun.

I’d take my meals at various different restaurants. One of them was called the B and B, for
Booze and Beer. Another one was across the street. I don’t remember the name of it, but I
remember it had a sawdust floor. On the one side there was a counter and stools and a few
booths, and on the other side there was the bar. Out front on benches would be men who
were out of work. During the right season they worked the crab boats—king crab was big on
the island. They’d get paid, come in at night and buy everyone a round at the bar. For the
other several months of the year they’d sit out there hoping somebody would come by and
remember and buy them a drink at the bar. They had great fish to eat there so that’s where I'd
have my evening meal, and then I'd walk back to the hotel two blocks away.

It really was like I was living in the Old West. I remember a discussion one night. This one
group of folks that I was talking to were so irate because the town had just passed a city
ordinance that you could no longer abandon your refrigerator or stove in your front yard. This
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infringement on their rights was felt so strongly—civilization was taking over the town; it
was time to move on again. So, it really was a neat experience.

Anyway, my job for about six weeks was to work this project, and we did. About the end of
my time, Colonel Sawyer asked me to extend another couple of weeks because the Chief of
Engineers, Walter “Weary” Wilson, was coming up to visit the projects. Colonel Sawyer
thought maybe I wouldn’t mind being there to show my project off to the Chief when he
came. So, I elected to stay. We had it all arranged that day. I'd borrowed a bus from my
friends at the Naval station, a school bus, the best way to take people around. We were sitting
on the runway waiting for him to come in, and then the plane pulled up from its landing
approach and took off again. We had a radio call that said they had developed a hydraulic
leak and were going back to Anchorage and weren’t going to come in.

Ireleased the school bus, jumped into my little pickup truck, and headed back into town. As 1
hit the ridge road I looked around, and here comes that airplane in a landing pattern again.
So, I whipped around and turned back and roared back to the airfield. By the time I got there
the plane had landed, come to a stop, and so I whipped on up to the airplane. What had
happened was they were losing hydraulic fluid so quickly they figured they had to come
back. They blew all the tires on the landing and skidded to a stop. They were sitting right in
the middle of the runway when we pulled up.

So, I didn’t know what to do now. The Navy had sent their officer of the day back, but he
was coming back now. He at least had a radio so we could call and get the school bus back.
Colonel Sawyer was aboard. As I pulled up, they were all standing around the airplane
already, just looking at it, wondering what was going on. So, we conferred and decided we’d
go ahead with the inspection trip—somebody better try to get another airplane.

There was a lot of anxiety and people were, you know, a little up-tight. “We’ve got the Chief
of Engineers on our hands; what are we going to do with him?”” The most calm, nonplussed
person about was General “Weary” Wilson, who sat there puffing on his pipe and taking
things all in stride like he’d been through it many times before. So, we all got in the school
bus and took a tour around.

Two other things had to take place. One was that we had to load all of the luggage, his
luggage, onto the school bus. I thought, “Well, this is kind of weird. We’re just going to run
around for a couple of hours, he’ll get another plane and then—.” Some years before, he’d
been separated from his luggage, and so his standard procedure was, “My luggage stays with
me. So, they might fix this plane and take it away and then where am I going to be?” So, we
took time for the luggage.

Then there were the fish on board because they’d come from King Salmon and they had alot
of fish in the hold. So, before we moved, we had to do something with the fish, and there
were a lot of fish. The Navy scrambled a pickup truck and we chucked the fish into the back
of the pickup truck. It was driven into a big drive-in freezer where it stayed while we toured
the island.
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So, we made our tour, came back, and General Wilson went on his way, and I had an
interesting experience.

After that, then, I closed out. We finished the project and it was time to go. One other nice
thing happened to me then. Colonel Sawyer said, “You know, if you just stay one more
week, now, my new deputy district engineer’s arrived and we’re going to send him on his
introductory tour around Alaska. Since you’ve been stuck off in Kodiak all along and since
you stayed those extra couple of weeks for General Wilson, you know, I'll give you a slot on
that airplane and you’ll get to see a bit of Alaska you wouldn’t otherwise.”

That sounded like an awful good idea, and so I did and had a tremendous trip. We went up to
Fort Greeley and into Galena Air Force Base, saw those permafrost piles that the Cold
Regions Research and Engineering Laboratory had developed years before, that I had read
about. It was right out in the middle of nowhere. I mean, absolutely nowhere. From Galena
we went to Unalakleet and then to Kotzebue up north beyond the Arctic Circle where they
had early warning radar stations that had been built by the Corps. We came south and landed
at Nome, thinking of all that I'd ever read about Nome. We saw the old gold dredges still
sitting out in the lakes around there. We flew down to King Salmon, flying a little
amphibious airplane the whole way through fog, for hours. We landed there, then flew on
back into Anchorage. So, I had a really nice trip around, got to see a lot of Alaska, got to see
a lot of Corps projects, and got to see the kinds of things you do when you send people out in
small groups, out at the end of the supply line to do good work. It was a very nice experience.

Then I flew back to Chicago and finished up my tour as deputy district engineer.
Did you have to do any kind of an after-action on your project or experience?

I don’t recall. I'm sure I had to write something up to send to the Alaska District. Usually I
keep something of everything, and I didn’t keep anything from there. So, maybe it was just
project notes.

Was the work pretty routine, restoring the harbor? Did you have any particular problems or
difficulties?

We had difficulties because the contractor was trying to do it on a shoestring. He tried to do
the project too quickly. He got into the quarry and pushed his overburden down and then he
loaded his shot and dropped the rock right on top of the overburden. Then he put his crane
shovel in on top of that, and the shovel sank down into the overburden that he had pushed
down there. So, he had a mess and he fell behind schedule. Then his trucks were supposed to
be equipped for safety with a secondary brake system. He drug his feet on doing that and kept
putting it off day by day till I stopped his project. Four days later he had them all done so he
could finish up his project.

Ilearned a lot about dealing with contractors and working with them. We had to reject many
loads of rock because he was throwing in some of the overburden. So, we had to play a little
hardball with him here and there.
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Brigadier General Raymond J. Harvey (left), Assistant Commandant of the
Engineer School, presented the Army Commendation Medal to Captain Kem for
his work during the Alaska earthquake in October 1965. Ann Kem is on the right.

Q: In Alaska you got some of the field experience that you might not have gotten in Chicago if
you had—

A: That’s right. That was the construction piece I did not get in Chicago.

Sometimes there’s talk about, for emergency situations like this, identifying key people with
experience that could be pulled in to work on recovery. That wasn’t part of your going to

I Alaska, I guess, because you didn’t have that experience and you were all captains. Do you
think that would be a good idea? I'm not really aware that we’ve really done that in practice
too often later on. I worked on Agnes in *72, our history of that, and they talked about having
a “ready district,” you know, for people at all levels, and just how it would work. Then when
it happened they could go here and go there and people would have the experience.

So, based on this, what would you think about the value of that kind of thing, or does it
matter?
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Well, I’'m not sure it really matters. I think it does from the standpoint of knowing, but I think
the Corps has got such a great bunch of professionals that, certainly to do the job I was doing,
you can take the basic professional and make it work. You’re going to go to each district to
do that and ask them to identify, as I was identified, five captains. I mean, that doesn’t
mention all of the civilian professionals that had already gone as part of the Alaska
earthquake recovery. I suppose those were done through the system by asking folks to
nominate and look for volunteers or look for certain skills just as we do today. So, I think we
have the capability to do that very well.

I’m not so sure that any one experience then qualifies you for the next experience. Yes, I'd
been through it, but would I know beforehand that you’ve got to deal with these folks in
Public Affairs? It was easily identifiable wherever I was later that I had those kinds of
experiences. I think we have the ability to communicate and find out these things. I don’t
think you can have a ready district or a ready team that’s on standby ready to go. I think, as
we demonstrated in Loma Prieta by mobilizing 350 Corps folks over a weekend, we can get
the right people there in almost no time at all, if somebody alerts us and tells us what they
want.

Advanced Course, U.S. Army Engineer School

Q:

e »r Qo »
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Around March of 1965, then, I guess you go back to Fort Belvoir for the advanced course, is
that correct?

Yes.
After having company command, or the equivalent, really.
I had not had company command.

Had been an adviser in Vietnam.

Yes. Well, by this time I’d come out on the majors list, like I mentioned. Actually, I returned
from Alaska and somebody said, “We saw your name on the majors list.” I said, “I don’t
think so.” I certainly wasn’t aware of lists or eligibility or even what “below the zone” meant
at that time, as opposed to today. I guess you get the feeling today like everybody knows
where they stand, but that wasn’t on my screen at the moment.

So, we got the list and looked it up and I was. I called to verify it, and sure enough that was
me. So, then I said, “Well, look, guys, you better get me the company command quickly. I
mean, first of all, here I am in my ninth year, I’'m just going the advanced course. I'm already
late. I really ought to go to company command.” They said, “Nope. You’ve got to go to
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Belvoir now, not company command. You’ve been selected for major, so don’t worry about
it.” So, I went on to Belvoir.

Then, at the advanced course, Engineer Branch came down and my assignment officer said,
“You’re never going to Leavenworth because you’ve never had company command.”

I said, “Wait a minute. Let’s do a little math. We send 50 percent of our officers to
Leavenworth and I got selected at below the zone, which is a 5 percent selection. Doesn’t
that really say that I probably will go?”

He said, “No, that’s it. You’re not going to Leavenworth.”
So, luckily, I did.

Well, I asked this before about the basic course and I'll ask it again, to compare your
experience in the advanced course down at Belvoir with what you were familiar with later
when you were commandant at the Engineer School. It was longer, I think, to start with,
wasn’t it? A longer course?

Yes. I really enjoyed the advanced course at Belvoir. It was a nice time with my family. We
lived in Fairfax Village. There were a bunch of our friends there, folks we would see time
and time again, like the Ken Withers, the Bunkers who lived next door, the Barneys. I mean,
here was a great bunch of peers, all there at the same time. Chris Allaire sat next to me in
class. There was a whole bunch of folks we knew that were all there, so it was a very
enjoyable six months. We had two children now and it was an enjoyable time with them.

The course was not overly rigorous, but the course was very good, I thought. Ilearned some
things. I also learned to play golf there. Chris Allaire got me on the golf course, and it was
the first place I really took to golf because we had afternoons to be able to do that sort of
thing. It didn’t have the rigor of the course that was there later when I was commandant.
When I was commandant, Jim Ellis had just been commandant and they’d just gone through
this whole revamping of the advanced course. He put a lot of effort into it with a lot of
people, like “Stretch” Dunn, and really created a dynamic but not easy course that challen ged
folks—because they said they really wanted to be challenged.

The course that Jim Ellis had developed was in place and I just provided a little fine-tuning
and add-ons. We completed the execution that was well under way when I arrived as
commandant. It was a much better course than the one I took in 1965. But, once again, I
Jearned a lot of things from that advanced course. The pace was more leisurely; it might even
have been more enjoyable.

Did the course at that time include material on the civil works mission of the Corps? Or was
it mostly or entirely military?

The course at that time included a lot of engineering—I mean drainage, how you design
things for drainage. Now it would be TO&E [table of organization and equipment] kind of
construction, you know, construction for the theater of operations and that kind of thing. It
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had bridge design. It was really preparing you for the theater of operations kind of
construction.

It was a lot more engineering than what our course evolved to later, which was the engineers’
contribution to combined arms and the overall theater. We had some of both in the more
recent designed course. There was just no place that I ever learned civil works from the
standpoint of designing dams. You might design buildings, but you wouldn’t design dams.
Nor did you talk about the planning process that we have now, or operating locks and dams
in a system, or anything like that.

I think I've read or heard people talk about there being some of that, but probably not a great
deal, in the *30s, in the advanced course in the *30s.  haven’t read directly about that, but I
think that’s interesting, an interesting difference that might be explained by the role of civil
works in the Corps in the *30s as opposed to the role in the 60s.

You mentioned several of your classmates were there also in the advanced course?

My West Point classmates in that case, or—
Yes. Sounds like there were several of you that were a little out of sync.

Yes, Ken Withers, Chris Allaire were both there. Well, you didn’t have to go as long as Idid.
We had people there with four or five years of service. The big driver at that point, in ’63,
was that we were really starting the buildup in Vietnam, and so people were starting to go
and return with the one-year change. So, you might have gone to the advanced course before
you went to Vietnam or you might have been delayed going because you went to Vietnam
and then came back.

Were you one of the few of your classmates who’d been to Vietnam?

Yes. I was one of the few who had been there.

So, you must have been consulted about those—

Consulted by a lot of folks who were going there.

Because it’s in the summer or fall *65 that some of the engineer units came through—

That’s right, the big buildup was in ’65. Before that time it had primarily been an advisory
effort.

I remember reading in some of the Vietnam engineer books about commanders looking
around Belvoir for refrigerators to take over. They realized that they probably wouldn’t go
with enough refrigerators, so they were trying to see if they could find something.

Yes, well, when I was at Bragg later, when the engineering units were forming, or other
units, they would pack all of those kinds of things in addition to the regular TO&E because
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of their recognition that you had to take it when you could. You couldn’t expect it at the end
of the supply chain.

Anything else about the advanced course that we should talk about here?

I was promoted to major there, and we finished up a very nice, but very quick, six months. In
October ’65 I then went off to the 82d Airborne Division.

307th Engineer Battalion, 82d Airborne Division

Q:
A:

How did that assignment come about?

Well, my old friend, Jim Ellis, as you recognize by now, had gone back and forth with me
here and there. I was before him in Vietnam, then he came in. When I went to the district, he
went to company command, then went to the advanced course and then to the 307th
Engineers where he was the S-3. He was now selected for Leavenworth because he had done
those things and was moving off in the summer of 65 to go to Fort Leavenworth for
Command and General Staff College. He gave my name to the battalion commander, who
had asked for me as a by-name select to the Office of Personnel Operations. They saw fit to
give me that assignment.

So, I went down to be the S-3 of the 307th. That was my supposed assignment. Max Noah
was to be the exec. The 82d had deployed to the Dominican Republic, and Jim Ellis had been
down there with them, had deployed with them. When I arrived in October they were still
there, so I processed in at Fort Bragg and then flew on down to join the 307th in Santo
Domingo. I was assigned initially as the assistant division engineer.

That’s where I've been so very helpful to—1I say in jest, and keep reminding him all the
time—to Barry Frankel in the real estate business because my duties at that time were with
the Real Estate Office of Jacksonville District. That was headed by Dave Gray, who later was
our Chief of Real Estate here in USACE headquarters. I didn’t know him at that time, but
when I went back as the Ohio River Division Engineer, he was Chief of Real Estate before he

- moved up here to the headquarters.

As assistant division engineer, one of my duties was to be the point of contact to
Jacksonville’s Real Estate Office. As real estate requirements came up, we would turn to that
office for accomplishment.

When I arrived, there was still a no man’s land with barbed wire, sandbags, weapons pointed
in anger on both sides, and sniping rounds across the divide in the center of Santo Domingo.

Our 82d Airborne Division headquarters was located at the Dominican Military Academy.
The engineer battalion headquarters was in the Trujillo estate, a small villa outside of Santo
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Domingo, not far from the military academy. It was probably an 8- to 10-kilometer drive
from the academy to the Trujillo villa. It was a pretty nice building with a fountain in front.
We put some plywood around the fountain and it became the shower for the troops. There
was a small swimming pool on the second floor. It had a huge master bedroom that became
the operations center, with a couple of walk-in closets off that where the S—3 and assistant S—
3 kept their bunks. It made a really nice command post for the battalion headquarters.

As assistant division engineer, I lived down at the military academy with the rest of the 82d
headquarters staff.

My point was there still were hostilities, and 32 lives were lost during the fighting.
Consequently, company commanders were changing their command posts constantly. After
all, U.S. doctrine says you’ve got to change command posts routinely, daily, so you don’t
take artillery fire. So, the way it worked was the company commander of A Company, 2d
Battalion, 325th Infantry, would decide he needed an apartment. He would roust the
occupants out and he’d take it over and he’d occupy it for two or three days. He’d call the
coordinates into the brigade and on up to the division. We reported it to the Jacksonville
District, and the district would go over and pay the claim when it was all over with. Now,
that was a sort of a hell of a way to run a railroad. So, I got the division commander to put
out the edict that, although it was still a hostile period, we really weren’t having artillery fire
and most folks were probably in command posts that didn’t have to move every couple of
days to avoid rounds.

The division and engineer battalion were transitioning then. While I was there we had an
operation one morning to clear the hostile downtown area. We pulled down our wire,
marched our folks forward all the way to the sea, restored all the no man’s land, and restored
the town to a single whole instead of two sides. With that the 82d started to pull out, leaving
the 1st Brigade and our 307th Engineer Battalion A Company. Captain Howard Graves, now
assistant to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was the A Company commander.
Lieutenant Colonel John G. Waggener was the battalion commander. We then left the A
Company with the brigade, and deployed back to Fort Bragg. So, I was down there about
three months.

Were things pretty much—you referred to this, most of the fighting had stopped?

That’s right. There was still a period of hostilities but actual fire fights—there’d be reports of
fire at night and that sort of thing—most of the action, maneuver and fire, had ceased. There
was a lot of patrolling around the various areas where Colonel [Francisco] Caamafio [Defio]
was located. This was a time when Lieutenant General Bruce Palmer, XVIII Airborne Corps
commander, was trying, with Ambassador [Elsworth] Bunker, to bring a rightful government
into power.

There were troops from other Latin American countries there too?

Some.
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Probably not extensive, not very. The 82d at that time was like today, it remained sort of the
force for immediate readiness for movement and deployment.

That’s right. America’s guard of honor, first to go.

Was this during the period of Strike Command?

Yes.

So, that Strike Command was the rapid deployment force?

Yes. Irecall going out to Texas, to Amarillo Air Force Base, and a Simulation, Training, and
Instrumentation Command exercise with General Paul Adams in charge, for a huge war game
exercise. As assistant division engineer I was in the division headquarters cell, in one of the
rooms playing the 82d’s role.

Were you assistant division engineer the whole two years you were there?

No, I was for about six months and then Major Max Noah came in to be the exec. I was to
become the S-3. Then, with the buildup for Vietnam, he was pulled out to be a part of the
newly forming 45th Engineer Group, which was to deploy weeks later to Vietnam. So, then
rather than my moving to be the S-3 I became exec, and Major Al Rowe, who’d been
commanding the 618th Engineer Company, moved up to be the S-3.

So, there was a lot of emphasis during this period on training and getting ready, although
there would have been all along, but particularly now in training and readiness and being in
the immediate state to deploy?

- Oh, yes, we were always ready to deploy, always had the immediate reaction force and all of

those things. We turned also to start considering how we would operate in the Vietnam kind
of environment. The Air Assault Division was then going through its paces down at Fort
Benning. It was later to become the 1st Cav Division and deploy to Vietnam. So, all of us
were thinking helicopters and thinking how to occupy fire bases. I remember we would
parachute into Camp McCall and then set up a typical fire base and operate from it.

So, as an example of what we were talking about earlier, the counterinsurgency war situation
doctrine, trying to determine what a unit would do, how it would respond to—

Well, we weren’t in the clear and hold kind of thing. We were now talking deploying troop
units because that’s what we were doing. So, we were setting up for fire base security. We’d
build the bunkers at Camp McCall and then we’d put up radars and sensing devices to see if
we could spot penetrations into the perimeter at night, and we would organize that way.

So, the situation here was more like it had been in the 3d Armored Division, I guess, in terms
of what the unit was doing.
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Professionally trained, professionally on the go, with a very high degree of mission
orientation and a reality of our role.

Well, during this period, and this relates to the unit’s thinking about deployment, and some
of the work I've done in World War I and the Southwest Pacific at least, they found that the
airborne engineer battalions’ equipment was fairly light for some of the jobs that they were
given to do in the Pacific in the World War I period. What about the equipment of the 307th

during this period?

Well, without doubt it was light. You don’t send a D-6 dozer to do a D-7’s kind of work.
You have to remember the role of the airborne division. Its role is to force the airhead as a
strategic projection. It allows us to project Army forces strategically, and its mobility is
strategic. It does not have great tactical mobility but it has great strategic mobility. So, you
can project force like we did in Panama, like we did in Grenada, and like we did in the
Dominican Republic years earlier.

The 82d had gone down to jump into Santo Domingo but did not jump, which turned out to
be a lesson learned. The first elements got word that they could land at San Isidro Airfield
unmolested, and so they landed. The equipment was all rigged for air drop. Once they landed
the troops got out and they could throw their gear off, but the equipment was sitting in the
airplanes on honeycomb and pallets. Now, how do you get it out? I mean, it comes out of the
plane via the drag chute in the air and it comes down, hits, and the honeycomb collapses.
You unrig it, and it drives off. Sitting in the airplane with nothing to drag it out, on pallets
and honeycomb, suspended, where its own power can’t take care of it, then what do you do?
Then there were these aircraft all around the airfield, not in one location. You couldn’t taxi
them in and pull the equipment out. So, it was really a problem. The lesson learned was if
you’re rigged for drop, then you’re better off dropping, not landing.

Now, we did have, as it remains today, attached to the 307th, the 618th Light Equipment
Company, which is a Corps-type company. It has always been attached to the 307th; they
wear the division patch, they’re known as part of the 307th. The 618th has a considerable
amount of engineer equipment. Again, it is the same light equipment, except there is more of
it—graders, dozers, and so forth.

We practiced the 618th Engineer Company again and again in doing its mission. Its mission
was to jump into an area and build an air strip so that the follow-on forces could air land. The
division would jump in with a brigade or two brigades, surround the area and secure the
airhead, and keep bringing people in and expanding it. The 618th’s job was to build an
airfield so that the follow-on forces could air land and more rapidly build up. For example, B
and C Companies of the 307th worked on an airfield right outside Saint Mere-Eglise at
Normandy. So, we practiced the same mission at Fort Bragg. The mission for the 618th was
air drop engineering. I remember we did this down near Darlington—drop into an area and
build an airfield out of virgin terrain to accommodate C-130 traffic. Three days after the
drop, C-130s came in to land on the completed airstrip. So, it was a realistic kind of mission.
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Now, when you build such an airfield you don’t start with mountains; thus, you don’t have to
cleave off great amounts of earth. There should be enough work expected to do a lot of
grading and to have tractor-scrapers to be dropped in. The concept is that you go with the
light engineer equipment that you can drop in, and then you bring in bigger equipment when
you want bigger tasks to be performed.

What sorts of lessons learned did you get out of this assignment in the sense that we talked
earlier that helped you later with your career? What did you see as the most prominent
benefits of this assignment?

Well, I moved now up from company level to battalion level. Of course, I'd been an adviser
at battalion level so I already had a perspective in battalion operations, but now I was the
executive officer. The executive officer really operates both as a deputy to the commander
and as a chief of staff, really directing the staff in the battalion.

So, now I was putting together all those aspects for the commander. Different commanders
work things different ways. Some commanders are interested primarily in their S-3
operations, so the S-3 and the commander are always together, focused on operations, and
the executive officer worries about the S—4, maintenance kinds of things. That was not so in
the 307th with Lieutenant Colonel Jack Waggener. He put them all under me and I directed
and integrated all staff activities: S-1, S-2, S-3, S—4, maintenance, chaplain, surgeon, and so
forth.

So, I guess that was a period where I found how you work all of those things. I found out
how you balance operations versus training versus maintenance. I learned about what
General Shy [Edward C.] Meyer talked about later when he was Chief of Staff, “keeping all
those balls in the air and making sure the glass balls don’t drop and break.” I told you I'd
learned a lot about maintenance as a lieutenant in the 23d Engineers. Now I was learning
about maintenance as a battalion exec because the 82d had very stringent, no-notice
maintenance inspections from division. They would descend upon us with notification in the
night and the next morning we’d be up against it with the maintenance inspection.

There was also learning as a field grade officer, being one notch up in the executive level of
trying to manage these many things and interact with other levels. My six months as assistant
division engineer gave me experience on a division staff with a requirement to work with the
G-3 and the G4 and the assistant division commanders and chief of staff. I also gained
experience and knowledge with the XVIII Airborne Corps headquarters right there. We were
always interacting with them. So, I really experienced a perspective of things from the
company level up to how you run engineer companies within the context of supporting
brigades and supporting divisions.

Then the helicopter had advanced by this time too. Thus, the H-13 bubble we had in
Germany just for reconnaissance and a little command and control had given way to Hueys.
With the lessons from Vietnam coming back, we’d go on Army tests using the mobile
concepts with the Hueys. I still remember one day when Captain Jack Grubbs’ B Company
was reorganized as infantry and working with the task forces of the 2d Brigade. I was up in
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the brigade commander’s helicopter, and we were directing operations on the ground much
like the Vietnam model. For me, that was my first experience in an airborne command and
control helicopter. Now we were using helicopters that cut distances to deliver troops to
battle, to leap over obstacles, and for command and control.

Who was the XVIII Airborne Corps engineer then, do you remember?

I don’t remember who it was when we were in the Dominican Republic my first year. During
my second year, Lieutenant Colonel Jack Cox came in. He was relatively junior; before that
it had primarily been colonels. I believe Jack Cox came in as the Corps engineer, not the
deputy. Then later, about three months before I left the battalion, Jack Waggener left as the
battalion commander to become the division G-3 and Jack Cox came down and replaced him
as the 307th Engineer Battalion commander.

Command and General Staff College

Q:
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In 1967, then, at about the right time, I guess, you went to the Command and General Staff
College at Leavenworth. Was that when the bulk of your classmates and peers were headed
off for Leavenworth?

I think so. It was certainly the right time for me because I’d just come out of this tremendous
two years with the 82d, where I had both a division perspective, which is the basic thing they
taught at Leavenworth, and became well-grounded with troops. So, I went to Leavenworth
fresh with understanding of how S—1s and G-1s and S-3s and G-3s and S—4s and G—4s
operated. When it came time to role play in each of these tasks, developing orders for
divisions in the attack or for divisions in the defense, then I'd had that experience in the 82d.
For example, I was part of the division staff on a Strike Command command post exercise as
part of a deployed Corps in the Dominican Republic. I had worked with the staff of the
division working under the XVIII Airborne Corps and had been a battalion exec seeing how
we played engineers in support of theater operations.

So, I was well-grounded by now, having been on the battalion staff, close to the operating
battalions and brigades, well-grounded in how U.S. Army troops, doctrine, force structure,
and procedures all went together at the division level. So, when I went to Leavenworth, I was
in a good position to study and learn what I'd been doing the previous two years.

Did you find it as satisfying as you’d found the advanced course?

I found Leavenworth a lot more satisfying. I mean, it was satisfying from all aspects. I
thought it was a super course, interesting because they had a lot of variety of things to look
at. It had its slower moments when we got into the department of larger unit operations.
Some of the instructors weren’t the very best, but all in all a very good professional course.
Now there were friends from previous assignments, and I got to know a lot more. I had
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friends there from the staff of the 82d, fellow majors in the 82d, plus just a whole bunch of
others. This was the first year of the doubling of the course from 600 to 1,200. This meant we
didn’t get housing on the post and lived nearby in the town of Leavenworth. We experienced
again the bonding of people going through the same experience, and it was a super course.
There was a lot of interaction and a lot of socializing off post because we had so many
friends around. It was very professionally done.

Was a lot of material feeding back from Vietnam into the course at this time, a lot of
integration of that experience? This was two years, roughly, after the introduction of a lot of
the Army forces.

Yes.

So, this is looking a little bit ahead, but do you think—you’ve been in Vietnam, but do you
think Leavenworth funneled some of the more current lessons back to you in an effective
way for what would come later when you were reassigned?

Well, yes. They were still teaching the basic Leavenworth things. We were moving armored
divisions across Kansas and doing similar things. They did not depart from the overall
general nature of the course. By the same token, they focused certain things on Vietnam, and
with more people having been there by then, that was a continual topic of conversation. We
always kept up with the papers, and a lot of the speakers that came back would talk current
items from Vietnam. They had a very active speakers program. So, we were all very much in
tune with Vietnam and what was happening there.

Yes. There were more of your fellows who’d been there by the time you got to Leavenworth.

I would say almost everybody had been there once and we were all contemplating our next
tour.

Well, why was it doubled from 600 to 1,200?

We were increasing the size of the Army, and the thought was that more folks needed that
educational experience. Now, before that there had been two courses. There had been a long
course, full-year course, and there’d been two half-year courses. So, there existed a
distinguishing feature: who were the folks that got selected for the long one and who were
the ones that got selected for the two five-month courses? So, the thought was that we really
ought to have a single long course. So, to do that, the right size was determined to be about
1,200. Then they did away with the short courses.

Okay. Well, the next assignment was in Vietnam.

We ought to talk about how I got assigned to Vietnam because there is an anecdote having to
do with that.

First of all, I volunteered to go to Vietnam. I wanted to make sure this time that I went back
to Vietnam because, obviously, that’s where the action was and you’ve got to march to the
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sound of guns. I still remember a friend coming up and saying, “I wonder why I’'m going to
Korea when I’ve been to Korea and never Vietnam, and you’re going back to Vietnam and
you’ve already been there.” I said, “It’s very simple. I wanted to make sure I went to Vietnam

so I sent in a volunteer statement. That’s why.”

The day came when the Officer Personnel Directorate was to send their assignment officers
out to deliver the assignment envelopes and be available to answer questions. I was a major
at that time, on the lieutenant colonels list. Major Ernie Edgar was the assignment guy that
flew out with all of the engineer assignment envelopes. I had met him but didn’t know him
too well at that time. Anyway, he said, “Well, here’s the good news, but there’s something
else.” The good news was that I was being assigned to Vietnam and recommended for
command of the 577th Engineer Battalion. So, I mean, that was really neat because I was
going back and I was going to get a command.

Then I said, “Well, what’s the something else?” He said, “You’ll receive a letter this
afternoon from the Chief of Staff of the Army that nominates you to be one of the first in the
Province Senior Advisers Program.” General Harold K. Johnson had been out and talked to
us about six weeks before and introduced this new program where they were going to take
people who had been to Vietnam before, who had experience as advisers, bring them back
and put them in the key job of province senior adviser. They would stay there for two years
so we’d have continuity in the program. To sweeten the pot, the wives were going to be given
orders to the Philippines. You were going to be able to get flights back and forth and certain
extra leave and that sort of thing.

I thought at the time that General Johnson was explaining the program that because I was a
major and they were looking for lieutenant colonels I would not be involved. “Wow, that’s
really an important job,” I thought. Because of my experience in Vietnam operations, I really
thought that this was a very important job and program and we were on the right path. I also
thought, “Boy, that’d really be a tough decision.” So, anyway, my letter arrived that
afternoon. Now I had two nice jobs: province senior adviser and battalion commander.
Everybody at happy hour was in the dialogue of, “What are you doing? What have you got?
Where are you going?” The comments to me were, “Wow, you have a tough decision. You
cannot turn down province senior adviser since you have been personally selected. You
cannot turn down the Chief of Staff of the Army.” Then they also said, “Wow, command,
battalion command, that’s really super” because I was one of the first of my year group to be
selected for command. T had about two or three weeks to answer with my acceptance of the
province senior adviser job. Battalion command was there but, I mean, obviously what the
Officer Personnel Directorate wanted to know was whether I was going to take this other job.
So, I really warred with myself, thought it over with a lot of deep thought and a lot of advice
from a lot of people, and it sort of came down to 50-50 on either side of the question.

Some said, “Well, you know, your career is over if you turn down province senior adviser
because the black mark will be in your file forever.” So, I warred with myself and grappled
with the decision. I called Major General Bill Gribble, who had been one of my mentors, one
night at home and asked, “What do you think?” and he gave me his views.
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I finally came down to the fact that I'd always been taught that what you ought to do is
command in combat. So, here I’d been selected for battalion command in combat and what
am I turning down? If I tell the Chief of Staff I'd rather do that than be a province senior
adviser, with all my training—I mean, what’s negative about that? Being province senior
adviser was awfully important, but so was commanding in combat.

So, I came down to a decision that what I really wanted to do, had always wanted to do, was
go command a battalion in combat. I'd already been an adviser. That was okay too. What did
I really want to do? So, I wrote a letter to the Chief of Staff of the Army, General Johnson,
that I couldn’t accept the nomination because I really wanted to go command in combat. I got
a nice letter back from the Adjutant General of the United States saying the Chief of Staff
understood. So, I went off to Vietnam.

I left Leavenworth a week early so I could go take command because it was becoming
available early. Took my family to Green Cove Springs, Florida, south of Jacksonville. A
waiting-wives community had been forming in an old Air Force installation there. I missed
the graduation ceremony where I would have had the opportunity to be in the picture with
such stalwart folks as Gerry Galloway, Colin Powell, and Don Whalen, who were there also
at that time. My experience I mentioned while with the 82d had managed somehow to get me
past all the exams so that I finished in the top five of the class with those other illustrious
folks. So, in the graduation picture of the class of 1968 were four people, and I was on the
way to Vietnam.

That’s a good story.

Commander, 577th Engineer Battalion (Construction)

Q:

In July 1968, I believe it was, you became battalion commander of the 577th Engineer
Battalion (Construction) your second tour in Vietnam. Were you familiar with that unit
before you went over? Did you have any input into that command assignment?

No. As I mentioned, Major Ernie Edgar told me that I was going to command and told me
that was the battalion I was slated for. He also advised that many times when people came
into the country their assignments were changed, but that I was certainly going over on the
command recommended list.

So, I moved my family to Green Cove Springs, Florida, and then reported back into the
system. I flew out to Travis Air Force Base, then on to Vietnam and into the replacement
depot at Long Binh upon arrival.

I'spent a couple of days there, and then I was told I was going to the 20th Engineer Brigade. I
tried to intercede and say, “No, I am supposed to go to the 18th Engineer Brigade and
battalion command.” They said, “No, the 20th it is.”
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The 20th sent over a jeep, and I jumped in and we were on our way to the headquarters,
where I met with a Colonel [James A.] Vivian, who was the deputy commander of the 20th

Engineer Brigade.

He said, “Wow, this is wonderful. We have an unprogrammed major.” I'said, “Well, Sir, 'm
unprogrammed to you because I'm programmed to the 18th Engineer Brigade, your cousins
up north. So, I'd really like to go up there and take that battalion command.”

He said, “Don’t worry about that. We’ve got lots of battalions down here. You haven’t been
promoted yet”—which was true. I was a promotable major at the time, and they had delayed
promotions that year beyond the end of the fiscal year to save a few bucks.

So, he said, “We’re going to assign you to the 159th Engineer Group. If you really hurry up
you can make their change of command ceremony because Colonel Bates Burnell is going to
take over that group this afternoon in about an hour and a half. So, you ought to hustle on
over there.”

They put me in a jeep, took me to the 159th Group, and I was taken right in to Colonel
Burnell and his predecessor—I don’t remember his name. Colonel Burnell said, “Glad you’re
here. You’re my new S-3.” So, I went out and watched the ceremony, and then started
figuring out how I became the S-3 very quickly and the old S-3 packed his bags and headed
for one of the battalions.

This was the 3d of July in 1968. I spent the next day, the 4th of July, getting organized,
getting uniforms and gear and sewing patches on and doing all of those things required on
moving in. I went to the S—3 shop to get started because the next day, the 5th, we were to
start Colonel Burnell’s—and now my—orientation. We were to visit two battalions.

We flew the next morning, the 5th, down to the Y Bridge in Cholon, which was a place that
had a lot of action in the Tet attacks—we’re talking 1968, of course. Tet had occurred about
four months prior. There was a lot of rehab work being done around the Y bridge, and one of
the battalions was doing that work—the 92d.

After that, we flew over to another battalion at Long Thanh North, and I think that was the
46th. The chopper landed, and then we were taken from the air strip over to battalion
headquarters. As we pulled up, the battalion commander came out and said to Colonel
Burnell, “Sir, you’re wanted on the phone right away. It’s Colonel Vivian from brigade.”

Now I, of course, had told Colonel Burnell the story when I first came in that I really wanted
to go to the 18th Brigade and be a battalion commander. After taking the phone call, he came
back and said, “Well, Sam, you were right. You are going to the 18th Engineer Brigade and
take a battalion. In fact, General [Harry M.] Roper is so unhappy that the 20th Brigade has
tried to squirrel you away that he’s flying in here personally in one hour and a half to seize
control of you and take you back. So, you’ve got an hour and a half to get all of your gear and
be back to Long Thanh North when he flies in here.”
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So, I jumped in a jeep and drove to Long Binh. I got the headquarters to get me a supply
sergeant, and I pushed to him all the gear I'd been issued and said, “It’s all there because I
haven’t done anything with it.”

I went to the laundry and got my clothes out, wet. Got my uniforms back from the tailor shop
where they were sewing 20th Brigade patches on it. The only thing that saved me was that 1
brought a parachute kit bag with me. So, I just opened it and crammed everything in it and
jumped back in the jeep and drove back to the airstrip. Then General Roper landed and said,
“I’ve got you. Where have you been?” Well, he didn’t really want to hear the story. He just
knew I was in his possession.

He turned me over to Colonel [Douglas K.] Blue, his deputy brigade commander, and we
flew north to Pleiku, thence to Tuy Hoa. I was dropped off at the headquarters of the 577th
Engineer Battalion at Tuy Hoa. Lieutenant Colonel Bob McDonald was the commander.
He’d been trying to get home, and they’d kept him there until his replacement arrived. He
had his goodbye thing with the battalion officers that night, and the next day we had the
change of command, with General Roper flying in to preside along with the 35th Engineer
Group commander, Colonel Del Fowler. Then they flew off with Bob McDonald, and I was
the 577th Engineer Battalion commander.

S

Lieutenant Colonel Kem commanded the 577th Engineer
Battalion from July 1968 to July 1969.
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So, it was an interesting start. I really had nothing to do with the assignment, to go back to
your question, to the 577th, other than the fact that, once Id been designated, I kept trying to
make sure I got there. I was also back in an area that I had served in previously—back in Tuy
Hoa and Phu Yen Province.

The battalion was located in several Southeast Asia huts that had been built in the Army Phu
Hiep compound next to the Army airfield. It was the logistics subbase of Qui Nhon, and the
commander was the lieutenant colonel who reported to Qui Nhon in the logistical chain. The
air base had a separate commander, also a lieutenant colonel. There was a large field hospital
there that had a colonel commander. Periodically one battalion of the 173d Airborne would
come in. Phu Yen was the 173d’s area of operations, but they weren’t always there. The
lieutenant colonel was the senior person there in the operational chain.

So, the next morning I walked into my office, and I looked around and I didn’t see any
activity. There was one specialist sitting out there. Major Bob Tener had been the battalion

executive officer. He left that morning, early.

So, Bob McDonald, the battalion commander, had left; Tener, the executive officer, had left.
I was told my new executive officer wouldn’t be in for another couple of weeks.

I’d seen a major out there as the commander of troops during the ceremony. He was the new
S-3. The command sergeant major had left the week before. The S—-1 was on leave in

Honolulu, so there wasn’t anybody around.

I told the specialist sitting out in front, the legal clerk in the S—1 section, to go find me that
major. So, Major Pat Cummings came in and introduced himself. He’d been there about four

days. He really didn’t know much.

Bob McDonald and I had had about 45 minutes to an hour of talking about what the battalion
was doing. He gave me some warnings, such as don’t let yourself get trapped into paving that
airfield; the matting is good enough. He warned that, “They’re going to try to have you clear
Vung Ro Bay of all jungle brush. Don’t let them get you trapped into that. That’s not
engineer work.”

He also evaluated the company commanders, all of whom were very junior. I think I had one
first lieutenant and the other five were second lieutenants. Remember, you made first
lieutenant in one year at that time, so this was, rankwise, a very junior battalion with little
experience. So, I found myself right in the middle of that big summer rotational hump that
we always read so much about.

Anyway, Pat Cummings did know that there was a meeting that afternoon at the sector
headquarters—sector being the U.S. counterpart of the Vietnamese province headquarters. I
said, “Great. Let’s go.”

He said, “Okay, but I don’t know where it is.” So, I said, “Well, let’s go find the driver. He’ll
know where it is.”
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So, we got Bob McDonald’s driver, and he had just changed three days before, and he didn’t
know where it was. So, we had nobody around who knew any of these things because they’d
all rotated.

I knew where the headquarters had been during my last tour when I was there on the beach at
Tuy Hoa in my first tour, that I have described already, *62 to *63. So, I said, “Let’s jump in
the jeep. We’ll go back there and see if it’s not the same provincial headquarters.” Sure
enough, it was. So, from day one we started going on dead reckoning. So, that’s how I got
started in the 577th.

The 577th itself had been there a while, though; the unit had.

Yes, it had. I can’t tell you how long, but I'd say about three years, and had been involved in
the Cam Ranh Bay area and then Phu Yen for over a year. Maybe I should just go ahead and
talk about the missions in the Phu Yen area of operations.

Yes.

Basically, the 577th’s area of operations extended from south of Vung Ro Bay to where it
intersected with the area of the 84th Engineer Battalion in Nha Trang, to the north about
halfway to Qui Nhon, where we intersected, or matched up with, the 84th Engineer Battalion
stationed at Qui Nhon. Then we extended west, out past Cung Son, up that same road that I
had helped open years before in Phu Bon Province.

Our basic mission was to provide combat engineer support to operational units in the area,
which included the 4th Battalion of the 173d Airborne, as I mentioned. The 28th ROK
[Republic of Korea] Division had a regiment there. The 47th ARVN had a regiment. The
47th was the same regiment that had been there years before when I had been an adviser.

Second, we were to maintain and clear the roads in our particular area of operation, which
were primarily Route 1 from our southern boundary south of Vung Ro all the way up to the
north about halfway to Qui Nhon, and then Route 7B, heading out west to Cung Son, and
then on towards Cheo Reo.

Third, we were to build and upgrade QL~1 to a MACYV standard from Vung Ro Bay to Tuy
Hoa as a first priority, and that construction was under way.

Fourth, we were to support operations out of Vung Ro Bay, which was by now a thriving port
that had been constructed and was a growing concern, run by the 1st Logistics Command.

Fifth, we were to support logistical operations around Phu Hiep Army compound. That
involved building a POL [petroleum, oils and lubricants] tank farm, building a bunker for an
ammunition depot, and other projects like that. Along with that were operations in support of
Phu Hiep Army Airfield, where most of the construction had been finished. The runway was
matted, and hangars were constructed. There was a chapel that we were working on. Also,
the roofs had blown off two hangars in high winds, and we were reroofing them.
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As part of the QL~1 upgrade, a very major project was constructing an 840-foot bridge over
the Ban Thach River. Design and planning were under way, and the first piles had just been
driven in the week or so before I arrived. So, that project was just getting started.

So, that was the 577th’s mission there. Things from the past—Lieutenant Colonel Tom Lane
had been killed in a recon of that part of QL~1 south of the bridge toward Vung Ro Bay
earlier. I think he was the commander of the 39th Engineer Battalion at the time. He was
flying along in a helicopter and took a round in the chest from the hillside when they were
making their low-level recon.

Phu Hiep was a well-developed compound. We had built Southeast Asia huts for almost
everyone. We had built a very large hospital there, which had quite a number of facilities and
heliports where they could medevac folks into, and all the barracks where all the doctors,
corpsmen, and nurses lived.

Tuy Hoa Air Force Base was about three kilometers away and located at the site of the
former air strip that I mentioned earlier in the anecdote about when General Harkins and
Chief of Naval Operations [George W., Jr.] Anderson had landed and buried their Caribou’s
nose wheel into the sand. On my earlier tour there was nothing there but the runway. Nobody
secured it. Nobody occupied it. Now it was a full-fledged Air Force base with wire around it,
operational facilities, officers club, pilots in white scarves there on Saturday night at the bar.

A going concern in every way.

That was the layout of things at Tuy Hoa. It was a relatively mature buildup of the logistical
base and Air Force base.

That’s a pretty big mission for a battalion, the things you were talking about there. It’s along
list of responsibilities.

Well, it was. It was a big battalion. We had attached to it a float bridge company because
while we were building the Ban Thach bridge we were also operating and maintaining an
MATS6 float bridge over the Ban Thach River that had been in there a couple of years. So, the
553d Float Bridge Company (M4T6) was attached to the 577th.

We had attached an engineer light equipment company. We also had attached a concrete
detachment and an asphalt platoon with its own Barber Green asphalt plant because we were
to asphalt pave the highway we were constructing. That operation had started as well. So, we
had about 30 kilometers of national highway QL~1 to build. We had a major quarry
operation up at Chop Chai Mountain, north of the big Tuy Hoa bridge.
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Army Engineer bridges over the Ban Thach River in South Vietnam. In the foreground

was an M4T6 bridge and the background an 840-foot, 13-pier bridge.

The terrain that we lived on, though, the Air Force base and the Phu Hiep Army installation
and airfield, were south of the Song Ba River. Where the river opened to the sea was wide.
Route QL~1 passed over the river on a huge rail bridge that was decked. There was one-way
vehicle traffic over this very long, very big rail bridge. So, we really had a constraint and
bottleneck when we went north into the town. Tuy Hoa was just north of this river. We were
building the other bridge, the Ban Thach, at another outlet to the south. Thus, anytime we
went north we had to plan on the one-way traffic at the Song Ba bridge.

As I mentioned, our first priority was to upgrade the road from QL~1 from Vung Ro north to
Tuy Hoa. Once we finished that, we were then to move north of the town and work on
upgrading that road on the way to Qui Nhon. That road was in much better shape. The road
from Vung Ro Bay was the main supply route to Phu Hiep Army installation and Tuy Hoa
Air Force Base.
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So, we did have a big battalion. We had a big area of operations and a lot of activities
ongoing. We were later given yet another light equipment company, a dump truck company,
and then a pipeline platoon, the latter because we also built a pipeline along the road from

Vung Ro to Tuy Hoa.

We upgraded our crushers at the Chop Chai quarry operation from 75 tons per hour to 225
tons per hour. We got the extra trucks to haul so we could try to finish up the paving of that
30 kilometers of road and get out of there. Essentially, we did that while I was there over
about the next eight to nine months. When I arrived, I suppose we’d probably paved about a
kilometer and a half of the 30.

adr e N 3 . . _ : e -
The 577th Engineer Battalion quarry operations at Chop Chai
Mountain near Tuy Hoa, South Vietnam, in January 1969.

QL~1 was a very interesting project because it was so different in places. We had all kinds of
construction. Down near Vung Ro Bay the road rose up from the deep port through rather
high hills with steep grades. Then we had cuts down through the hills coming back down to
the flatlands, the rice paddies along the coastline. So, we had six to seven kilometers of steep
grades of side hill cuts and switchbacks to deal with.

Then we had 15 kilometers of rice paddy, where the highway was basically a ribbon of road
with rice paddies on either side. Anytime you wanted to construct something, you really had
to muck out a bunch of stuff and then get stabilized material into it.
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The final eight kilometers were through sand, beach sands up near the Tuy Hoa Air Force
Base and Phu Hiep. There construction was a matter of sand confinement and building upon
it. So, we really had quite different kinds of construction facing us.

You left the paddy area and went to sand at about the Ban Thach bridge. So, we had three
major different kinds of construction, and we’d go at them different ways. We had this huge
Ban Thach bridge, which took a considerable amount of activity and effort.

I had assigned one company responsibilities for Vung Ro Bay and the area south of Ban
Thach bridge. One company spent its time building the Ban Thach bridge, and one company
worked north and at Phu Hiep. The equipment support folks were running the quarry
operation, along with my equipment company. The asphalt platoon was out doing the paving
operations and manufacturing the asphalt, which we did in our own Barber Green plant,
which was located at the Phu Hiep compound. That was all under headquarters company.

The concrete detachment worked to place the concrete and form the precast concrete slabs
that were used for the deck of the bridge. It was assigned to the line company that was
building the bridge.

The other operations, the pipeline, the POL tank farm, and such, all were being done by
various parts of the companies, and always at a lesser priority. Daily, we would have an
operations meeting headed by the S—3—often I would participate—where we would try to
shift equipment around on a priority basis to make sure we maintained production schedules.

Very definitely we kept things so that we continued to pave QL~1 and we continued to push
bridge construction. If we needed a dozer because one was down, the one that was shaping
the berms in the ammunition point might not make it to the project that next day because it
would be diverted. We continually had to make operational kinds of decisions like that on the
allocation of equipment.

So, it was a big construction management job.

Yes, it really was. We finished the chapel at Phu Hiep Army Air Base and put the roofs back
on the hangars. We did get the mission to clear and grub all the jungle around Vung Ro Bay
that Bob McDonald had said stay away from. We had our hands full on a whole bunch of
different kinds of things.

Maybe we can talk a little bit more about the Ban Thach bridge project. That seems like a
pretty sophisticated project for an engineer construction battalion.

It was a very sophisticated project. We had—my recollection—13 spans with five 50-foot,
36-inch-wide flange steel stringers. We were precasting the concrete deck, hauling the slabs
to the site, and then welding them—we had weld plates cast into the slab—onto the stringers.
Something like that hadn’t been done over there before. A big construction menu in
operation. It involved a lot of different things, a lot of priorities.
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The pile bents were seven piles to a bent.
There were three driven vertically on the
center line and four on the corners, each
driven to a double batter, which is more
complicated. They were 18-inch steel piles
filled with concrete. I think the deepest we
drove was to 134 feet. So, yes, it was a rather
sophisticated project.

We had a Vietnamese village on one side of
the bridge. We continued to have to worry
about security because it was out in the
countryside. We had a couple of Quad-50
“dusters” at either end of the bridge that
would cover up and down the river.

During low water we could approach the
piers on sand bars, and we actually built in

the dry. We would build out with sand and M = N -

then drive piles through the sand, then The 577th Engineer Battalion

excavate it and work the other end so we (Construction) built the Ban Thach

always were driving piles in the dry. River bridge from pre-cast elements
in 1968.

It was really quite an operation. All the

while downstream we had the M4T6 bridge and constant monitoring of one-way traffic, all
the low-beds or stake and platform logistic vehicles working their way up to the Army
airfield and the Air Force base from Vung Ro Bay and returning.

So, it really was a complex, sophisticated thing. We had to maintain our concrete pours back
in the Army compound. We set up a batch plant and a concrete batching operation and a
precast yard. We had to set up routines to change the forms, place rebar, and pour the new
panels. Then we moved them over to the side to cure, and all well in advance of when we’d
need them. They were moved out to the bridge site sitting on rubber tires on low-beds. We
had to be particularly careful picking them up and placing them before we welded them
down. Then we checked the welds to make sure they were welded correctly. It really was a
very good project.

Was the company assigned to that still under a lieutenant?

Well, the company commanders changed from time to time. We got some captains in
because you made captain in two years. Later on Captain Sam Champi was commander of C

Company and finished the bridge.

Again, that’s quite a bit of responsibility for a young officer.
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Yes, it was. Well, we maintained also rather tight battalion control. That was the priority
project. Production priority was there because that was the one that, if you lost time, you
couldn’t make it up. At different parts of the highway and projects like the POL tank farm
and the ammunition depot there were things you could do when you couldn’t do other things
because equipment had been diverted.

Out on the bridge, if you lost a day driving piles, then that was a day you weren’t going to be
able to pour the pile cap, or start putting stringers down, or eventually place the concrete
deck panels.

We would have all those operations going at once. We’d be driving batter piles and we’d be
forming for the pile cap on others that had been driven. We’d be placing stringers, and we
would be bringing out deck panels, and then later on we’d be putting on railings and
finishing the deck.

So, there was always something going on on that bridge. We were building it from both ends,
all the time, and so we never wanted to let it slip behind schedule.

Were you under a pretty tight schedule to complete it?

Well, not initially. Like anything, you made a projection of when you were going to
complete, and you wanted to make that projection. Our jobs were so comprehensive and the
responsibilities changed so often that basically we weren’t fixed with any hard and fast date
that it had to be done. That changed when Colonel Bill Barnes replaced Colonel Del Fowler
as the 35th Engineer Group commander about halfway through my tour. I was there six
months under each, basically.

Just before that was happening, Brigadier General John Elder, the brigade commander, had
been thinking about how to change operations over time. The work was changing, and in
response he was relooking the responsibilities of his three groups: the 45th Group in the
north, the 937th located in the center, and the 35th in the south.

For instance, the 937th was in the center, but it really was operating along the highlands in
the interior. It was centered out of Pleiku and went down to Ban Me Thuot. The 35th had
been located in Qui Nhon and had the coastal area along the coastline of the South China
Sea.

The change that John Elder was considering and working with his three group commanders
was to make an east-west horizontal slice in the area of operations so the 45th would
continue in the north; the 937th would take the center, both coast and inland, along Route 19
from Qui Nhon to Pleiku; and the 35th would move south to Cam Ranh Bay and take the
things it already had at Cam Ranh Bay and the 577th in Phu Yen, but give up the 84th
Engineer Battalion at Qui Nhon, which would go to the 937th. Then the 35th would take
responsibility for the 70th Engineer Battalion, which was moving down to Ban Me Thuot.
Then the 35th would go along the east—west highway from Nha Trang to Ban Me Thuot. The
brigade’s new plan really oriented along the main supply routes.
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Reviewing stand of Headquarters, 577th Engineer Battalion (Construction), at Phu
Hiep, South Vietnam, in September 1968. From left to right, Major General David S.
Parker, U.S. Army Vietnam Engineer; Major (P) Kem, Commander of the 577th;
Brigadier General John Elder, Commanding General, 18th Engineer Brigade; and
Colonel Delbert M. Fowler, Commander, 35th Engineer Group.

The idea was to put greater emphasis down in the south, so there was going to be a shift of
responsibilities southward, the idea being that the major traffic came up through QL~21 from
the Saigon area, up to Dalat, cut down to Phan Rang, and then cut north on QL~1.

Major logistics traffic didn’t follow the coast all the way up. By doing this, you avoided the
Vietcong strongholds near Phan Thiet and south of Phan Rang.

There was to be a change of emphasis. We would finish up the QL~1 project we had been
working on in Phu Yen and then move down and start working QL~21 in the sector just

south of Dalat.
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The thought was, let the 84th Engineer Battalion slide south from Qui Nhon to replace the
577th in Phu Yen; then we would finish up the work I’ve already described south of Tuy
Hoa. Instead of us moving north to take the road north to Qui Nhon, the 84th would slide
south and take that responsibility.

This would free us, then, to deploy down to the Dalat area, where we would move into that
region, and then we would construct QL~21 going south and also 21 Alpha. QL-21A was a
short cut-off that allowed you to cut from Duc Trong, where there was an airfield, over to
Don Duong, where there was a reservoir, and avoid going up to Dalat. This was a travel
saving in time and also avoided the grades and switchbacks to get up to the elevation of
Dalat.

So, you could avoid going from Duc Trong to Dalat and then Dalat back to Don Duong. That
was 21 Alpha. It was about 20 kilometers of highway through a river valley and very subject
to flooding. In the rainy season, 21 A was a big problem.

The idea was to keep 21A open during the year. Move the 577th there and we would have a
mission to keep 21 Alpha open during the upcoming ’69 wet season, and then get postured to
start operations to upgrade the highway, 21 Alpha, and then 21 south from Duc Trong. Then
go back down the highway toward Phan Rang, which was a bunch of switchbacks down the
major mountainside to the coastal plain and to Phan Rang. That road from Don Duong to
Phan Rang had been the responsibility of the 589th Engineer Battalion under the command of
Lieutenant Colonel Al Costanzo, who had his headquarters at Phan Rang.

That was the general concept. So, I got into all of this, and I need to come back to those
operations later. You asked if we had a schedule to get out of Phu Yen Province.

All of this thinking at brigade and in the groups was going on, and it really came to a head
about the time Colonel Bill Barnes took over the 35th Group. He was the one that told me,
“We are going to move the 577th south, and therefore you need to finish all of QL~1 and the
Ban Thach bridge as soon as possible, and then begin moving your battalion down to the
Dalat area.” He asked me to put together a plan that would indicate when all of that would
happen.

We used the critical path method throughout for all of our projects. We then had to come to
grips with a schedule that was going to be hard and fast when we set it.

Now, I should say about this time we had been progressing pretty well through the cuts down
at Vung Ro Bay. During the rainy season we would have a lot of erosion down hillsides and
washing things out because we couldn’t keep it stabilized. Once you broke the foliage when
you cut it back, then you had a real problem. We brought in hydroseeders to try to seed the
area, but it was steep and done with great difficulty.

During the rainy season in the rice paddies, road construction also was very difficult. We
went through one hurricane in which QL-1 really looked like just a path through water. The
only thing dry was that road. We really labored through some tough construction conditions.
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We were also rebuilding four smaller bridges along QL~1. By that I mean two span bridges
of about 35 feet of span. It made a pretty good bridge project, but smaller than the Ban Thach

bridge.

We had really upgraded by now. We got the new 225-tons-per-hour rock crushers in, so we
were really producing aggregate. We now had the dump truck company, so we were really
hauling aggregate down to our Barber Green asphalt plant, to our concrete plant, and for the
base course throughout the area.

Our plan for completing operations was to finish the area through the sand in the north. First
of all, that was the easiest to do.

All three parts of this operation were quite different, as Imentioned. In the north, in the sand,
we were using tractor-scrapers to maintain high production, to shape the subgrade and
confine it. We would put on the base course, then come in and pave.

In the middle, through the rice paddy area, there was an existing laterite road that we had to
widen. There, it was a matter of excavating out paddy bottom to the side of the road and then

bring in lateritic kind of soil.

We had a mountain in the area that we had opened as a laterite borrow pit right next to the
road. So, we didn’t have to haul the sand way down that far, which would have been a real
problem because the Ban Thach bridge divided the sand area from the paddy area. The
complicator was that the heavily loaded tractor-scrapers would fail the existing road. We
would then have to come back in and shovel out vertical chunks of existing road, bring it
back up with rock, and stabilize it before we finished.

In the south, the cuts through the mountains were primarily dozer work.

So, we had tractor-scrapers in the sand. We had tractor-scrapers doing the haul in the lateritic
center part, plus cranes and draglines mucking stuff out. Down in the hilly sections we had
dozers working. Of course, we had graders working throughout.

We found a great opportunity to use Bangalore torpedoes while we were there to great
advantage. When we were given the initial mission for clearance of the Vung Ro Bay jungle
areas, we took Bangalores in there and set them off. They would strip through the jungle
vines and cut them just like they would barbed wire. They left a very distinguishable area
cleared. We also used chain saws, doing it by hand. You really couldn’t get a dozer into most
of the Vung Ro area because of the steepness of the hillside.

The problem was the hillsides around Vung Ro were shaped in concave fashion, and so the
sound and shock waves focused toward the middle. Thus, using Bangalores we would rattle
the shelves in the small post exchange and dump the merchandise into the aisle. So, that
couldn’t go on. Bangalores could only be used in a few places. Anyway, that experience
sparked our interest in Bangalores.
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Later on we were trying to clear and grub along the stretch of highway going through the
paddies. There was a lot of rice and grasses. We found that by putting a Bangalore down
beside the road along the shoulder—there was no ditch—and setting it off, we could blow
grass and water and everything out. So, we would grub using the Bangalores so we could
then bring in a dragline, clear out the soft paddy mud, and then bring laterite and rock in and
dump it into what remained.

As we were progressing and trying to complete projects to inch on down to the Dalat area—I
still have to come back to explain our plan to move out—we were given an additional
mission. Even after we’d established a move date, we were given a mission to clear the
highway from Tuy Hoa west to Cung Son, about 30 kilometers away. We were to use Rome
plows to clear all foliage back 100 meters from the road.

This was a complicated operation. First of all, I had set the dates we were going to move, and
this was a new mission. Second, we were told we would not get a Rome plow company or
platoon. We’d be given about three Rome plow Kkits to put on our own dozers. This meant 1
had to take three dozers off production somewhere else.

If I could get you to go through the Texas ball again. I believe we missed a little of that.

The Texas ball was a huge metal sphere used in land-clearing operations in Texas. I guess it
must have been 8 to 10 feet in diameter, with chains that came out either end. You’d hook
those chains with dozers, and the chains would cut the undergrowth while the ball rolled
around. It wouldn’t knock down large trees. It might knock out some smaller trees.

Now, the brush we were clearing along QL~7 really wasn’t jungle. It was heavy brush and
scrub kinds of trees with some bigger trees, but this wasn’t thick jungle we were trying to
clear away.

So, we embarked on that operation, and it was really difficult—difficult from the standpoint
that, first of all, for the first several kilometers out from Tuy Hoa there was an irrigation
canal lying right next to the roadway. The roadway was only about a lane and a half wide for
one of our trucks, and there was the steep canal bank next to the road. We had to go over to
the other side of the canal to get to the hillside to clear and cut away the foliage.

You really couldn’t turn a low-bed on that roadway. To move back and forth across the canal
was very difficult. It had to be almost a 90-degree turn. So, we built M4T®6 trestle spans, and
we would lift that in by Chinook helicopter, lower it into the canal, bring the trucks up, drop
the balk in place on the trestles. The dozer would come down and make a 90-degree turn on
the road, go across that completed bridge, then move up the hillside.

We had a company of armor—and I say armor because it was a tank company—but they
were in armored personnel carriers with mounted .50-caliber machine guns from the 173d
Airborne. They were our security out there; they went with our work party. The force stayed
out in the field every night as they made their way west from Tuy Hoa.
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So, then, when that bridge was no longer in position to be useful for resupply, we would
bring a truck out, pull the balk off, and load the truck. We would run the truck down the road
two kilometers, bring in another Chinook, leapfrog the trestle span down and put it in place
in the new location. By keeping two of these bridges leapfrogged, we then kept ahead of our
operation for resupply. So, that was rather an original way for keeping production going.
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rmy helicopters leapfrogged M4TE6 trestles along the route
from Tuy Hoa to Cung Son in February 1969.
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Now, the hillsides were pretty steep, and so there were two ways we cleared them. First, we
used Bangalore torpedoes, remembering how they had worked in Vung Ro Bay. Well, now
we no longer had the concave problem, so we would use the tankers’ armored personnel
carriers to run the Bangalores from the road up the hill. Then we would fire the Bangalores
and they would strip away the foliage—really do a great job.

The problem was that there weren’t a lot of Bangalores being used in-country. So, during the
briefings down in Saigon, when they presented the rate of use of various Class V stocks and
other materials on charts, all of a sudden one week there was a spike on the use of Bangalore
torpedoes. In the second week that spike continued too.

Meanwhile, we’d exhausted all the Bangalores in Qui Nhon and Tuy Hoa depots, and we
were now flying them in from Danang. The loggers were very supportive. We put a demand
on the system, and they’d load those Bangalores up in Danang, fly them down to Tuy Hoa,
we’d offload them, and off they’d go.
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I guess someone in the higher headquarters asked, “Why are we all of a sudden using all of
those Bangalores?” They came down to understand they were all being used by one engineer
battalion, the 577th. So, the whistle was blown, and our supply was cut off for not being used
for what they were intended. They were certainly being used for high productivity in keeping
the job going. We were both clearing and grubbing on rice paddy highways at the same time
we were clearing along this road from Tuy Hoa to Cung Son. So, for about three weeks we
had a field day, but then we were stopped.

Then we had to come up with something else on the roadway into Cung Son, and it was too
steep, really, for dozers to operate safely. So, we came up with what we called the yo-yo
technique. One dozer would stay at the top of the hill and put another on a winch that would
work down from the top, scraping away, come back up, go down another path and scrape it
away.

This area was too steep for the Texas ball or for normal kinds of clearing operations. Mostly
there we used straight-blade dozing, not the Rome plow and stinger. In other areas where we
had trees we used the Rome plow and stinger.

That operation continued for several weeks until we finished. That gets us back to the
schedule for echeloning the battalion from the Tuy Hoa area to the vicinity of Dalat.

When we developed the concept of how we would move the battalion, we first had to come
to grips with the schedule for completing the construction of QL~1, leaving it paved from
Vung Ro to Tuy Hoa. Second, we were to finish the Ban Thach bridge. Third, we were trying
to wrap up all of the other projects in Phu Hiep, but the ammo depot, which had been last
priority, had been slipped and slipped and slipped. The berming for that and other projects
could be turned over to the 84th Engineer Battalion.

We needed to be in the new area so we could work on QL~21A before the rainy season
began. The concept was that we would switch flags of Delta Company’s with the 589th
Engineer Battalion. Delta Company had finished the northern part of the work on QL~1 and
had moved down to the vicinity of Cam Ranh Bay, at Dong Ba Thin, to do some work there
that the group wanted done.

So, I gave my Delta Company to the 589th out of Phan Rang. The 589th gave their Delta
Company, already in place at Don Duong, up just below the reservoir, to me. So, we just
switched guidons.

Of course we didn’t need the float bridge company once the Ban Thach bridge was finished.
The bridge company went back to group and brigade control down in the Dong Ba Thin area.
We gave up the light equipment company and the dump truck company once we’d finished
the paving. So, that meant really, then, we would echelon A, B, and C Companies and the
headquarters and headquarters company on down to the new area.

The last to arrive was B Company. They were doing the last bit of work on QL~1.Iput B and
C Companies down at Duc Trong, at the other end of the triangle. We left one platoon up at
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Dalat to do work up there at Camly Airfield. Then the Delta Company we’d taken over from
the 589th, along with A Company and the headquarters, were at Don Duong. So, the 577th
was going to be at three points of a triangle, Dalat, Don Duong, Duc Trong, with the
headquarters at Don Duong.

So, we computed when we thought we would finish the Tuy Hoa jobs and set up the schedule
to try to start moving folks down to the new area of operation. That really, then, was the time
when we had a schedule that was fixed and one we wanted to meet. We always had a source
of pride in the battalion that we met that schedule. We finished the Ban Thach bridge on the
final schedule that we had developed.

Lae L
~

he completed Ban Thach bridge was dedicated on 7 December 1968.

116




Richard S. Kem

? We completed the QL~1 paving and dedicated it one

o

. week late. Not bad, considering we had the Cung
f’ Son clearance mission put on top of us, and that was
J the job most impacted by that. We basically made

4 the move on schedule.

+ So, we echeloned out. I started with a tactical
command post down in the new area but stayed back
mostly in the old area. Then more and more of our
operations were down in the new area, and I would
. fly back and forth between the two, which were
about 200 kilometers apart.

- Another complicating thing was that we had been in
place for a number of months. We really had a lot of
- supplies stacked up, and we wanted very much to
take them down to Don Duong so we could use
them. We had a large number of large steel stringers
for bridges, and we had a lot of bridges to build. We
already had been down there doing recons for the
work. As soon as we took responsibility down there,

Lieutenant Colonel Kem spoke atthe  we were on the road doing work, using the 589th’s
dedication of the Ban Thach bridge. D Company, now under our operational control

pending the flag change and reassignment.

So, we started bringing LSTs [landing ship, tank] into the beaches at Tuy Hoa. We would
take our materiel down there, like the steel stringers, and we’d use dozers to winch them
aboard the LSTs. Then run down the coast to Phan Rang, offload them, and haul them up the
hill to our new base camp.

After a while the 18th Engineer Brigade got wind of all of that and put a stop to our materiel
movement, and said we should leave all that there for the 84th. So, when we began to turn
over to the 84th, we left a large Class IT and IV stock of all kinds of things. We left a huge
yard full of asphalt in drums we’d been using to pave QL~1.

This became a cause célébre 16 months later when General [John W.] Morris went into Tuy
Hoa and saw all the stocks lying around in the depot. He was the 18th Engineer Brigade
commander by this time. There had been a mission change. They decided not to bring the
84th down to Tuy Hoa and the 84th didn’t come in as they originally planned, but we had
arranged materiel transfer, S—4 to S—4, when we left.

Now, they hadn’t physically completed the move, but we were gone and were unaware of
that. So, there were no engineers in Tuy Hoa when General Morris went up there and found
all those asphalt drums sitting out there in this huge yard and all of the other equipment. He
decided that the 577th and I had abandoned all this stuff and left it there, which wasn’t true.
We’d turned it over to the 84th.
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He also found a rock crusher down at Vung
Ro Bay that he said we’d abandoned and left
there. That also wasn’t true because we had
turned it in to a log command property
disposal company. This rock crusher was
about 200 meters from the DelLong pier J&&
where we brought in all the ships. The idea |

was leave it there. They inspected it. They
took it off our books. Then they were going
to make the arrangements to put it on
whatever ship was going to take it away.

The trouble was, they deactivated that
property disposal outfit about six months
later, after we already left the area and before §
they shipped out the crusher. When General |8
Morris came up, he saw this rock crusher
there, saw the 577th’s numbers on it, and
said, “Find out who left this here.” He then

ordered the 577th, by then commanded by e ’ e
Lieutenant Colonel Ernie Edgar, to send a Lieutenant Colonel Kem (left) with
detail north to clean up the mess they  Brigadier General John W. Morris,

supposedly left in Phu Yen Province. Commander of the 18th Engineer
Brigade, at Don Duong, South
So, you and General Edgar did interact quite Vietnam, in May 1969.

a number of times.

Ernie Edgar and I have interacted a lot. General Morris and I have interacted a lot. Now,
that’s the other side of the story, as Paul Harvey would put it. [Laughter]

Let me ask you a couple of things before we move south. What about the equipment that you
had there? Obviously, with the attachments, you had a lot of equipment. Was it pretty much
appropriate to the job? Did you have any trouble maintaining it, keeping it going, spare parts,
problems along those lines?

Yes. I have to talk about it from several different aspects. First of all, when I arrived, our
quarry operation really wasn’t doing well at all. We had a few wheel-mounted drills, and we
could not drill fast enough to provide the blast rock in quantities to feed the crushers. We
badly needed crawler drills that we could move around on the slopes and really keep up
drilling production.

We were borrowing drills from the Air Force and then having to give them rock. It was fairly
torturous, but finally, through some support from my group and brigade headquarters, we got
the right kinds of drills so we could really up the production of rock. That helped

immeasurably.




Richard S. Kem

The 75-tons-per-hour crushers were often down. They were old, and they didn’t produce
enough. Once we got the drilling up to feed them, they weren’t producing enough to do the
job that needed to be done down the road.

This need had been well known by theater engineers already, and so they were already
procuring the 225-tons-per-hour crushers. I was fortunate enough to be there when they came
in. That greatly increased capability and production. That was a godsend from the standpoint
of getting the job done.

The Barber Green asphalt plant was yet another story. When I arrived, it had a history of
always breaking down. So, I took it on myself to try to flag attention to get it fixed. We had
about 4 percent of the replacement parts on hand. After fighting that problem for eight
months, we left and left the Barber Green plant there when we went down to Don Duong.
When we left, we still only had about 4 percent of the replacement parts on hand. So, the
parts system never changed and never accommodated the needs for getting the Barber Green
taken care of.

The huge main drive shaft, in fact, was about four to five inches in diameter and about 30
inches long. It would break after about 26 hours of operation.

So, the way that we fixed that problem was to go over to the Air Force and give them C~
rations. They then would let our machinists work with their bar stock through the night shift.
They worked the day shift; they didn’t want to work the night shift. They’d let our guy work
the night shift, and he’d turn out another shaft. He could turn one out in about 12 hours.

So, we basically just kept even. You figure 24 hours of operation, having to work only night
shifts to rebuild. So, we had a guy who was continually building a new shaft so when it failed
somebody else cculd install it, and he was making another. We tried to stay one shaft ahead.

We spent the whole eight months that way on the Barber Green plant. We brought in tech
r